“foundation™ — “production” courses is logical in that first a
general knowledge of all areas of agriculture is developed, then
scientific principles of animal science are studied, and finally.
production management systems are related to the previously
acquired information. The implementation of such a curriculum
would necessitate considerable discussion of course content
between junior colleges and senior colleges as well as between
the teachersof “foundation” courses and “production” courses.
This coordination should be directed toward preventing exces-
sive overlapping of subject matler und encouraging continuity of
the educational process. The “production” courses (Beef, Dairy,
Pork, etc.) may need to be slightly different from traditional
concepts of livestock science, in that theyv should emphasize

management and management decisions. The student will have
already acquired the scientitic basis for production in the
“foundation™ courses, leaving the methods of implementation
and discussion of systems of production for the “production”™
courses.

The proportioning among “general education” (40 hours),
“preprofessional’ (20 hours), “foundation™ (15 hours),
“production” (15 hours), and *“‘electives’ (30 + hours), seems to
give an acceptable balance 1o encourage breadth, depth and
flexibility.

NACTA Manuscript No. 1/30/74/21

GRADUATE COURSE IMPROVEMENT THROUGH EVALUATION:
A CASE STUDY

Laverne B. Forest — University of Wisconsin-Madison

INTRODUCTION

“Not to prove but to improve” — is the theme of the Phi Delta
Kappa Study Committee Report on Educational Evaluation.l
This report, along with other literature, provides many reasons
for doing course evaluation:

1. To determine it course and studentsare making desired progress.

2.To provide data on to whom instructors and ad ministrators are

accountable,

3.To provide status and reinforcement to curriculum planners and

mstructors,

4. To enhance the decision-making process on curricular planning.

This fourth reason is correctly identified by the P.D.K. report
as the most uselul, pragmatic reason for conducting formalized
evaluation. This stress on evaluation for improving decisions and
thus improving curriculum and courses, implies a strong future
orientation. Evaluation is a uselul tool only when it is used to
improve future efforts.

I agree with the P.D.K. concept. Yet, | am bothered by the
lack of real evidence supporting formalized evaluation us a prag-
matic, future-oriented concept with the capacity to improve cur-
riculum. Most evaluation reports, for example, are summary in
nature, thus providing little encouragement to teachers that
evaluation is a useful tool for improving course work. One can
easily see why many instructors feel threatened or insecure when
peers or administrators suggest they evaluate their courses.
These instructors feel the only reason others wish them to
evaluate isto see how proficient they are — period!

The seeming void in the literature on the validity of formal,
systematic evaluation is my concern. The focus of this article is
to help fill this void by providing comparative evidence showing
how a course was improved through systematic evaluation. The
case study reported here is about a formal evaluation of a
araduate college course | teach.

THESETTING

In 1971 1 began teaching the course — *‘Program Planning in
Extension,” a key course to geaduate students both in and out of
the Department of Agricultural and Extension Education. Uni-
versity of Wisconsin. Generally, students of this course are
action-oriented, have a technological background as under-
graduates, and often from international schools, thus unaccus-
tomed to nonlecture, discussion type learning experiences.

Prior to teaching this course, my experience was limited Lo
informal non-continuous settings with volunteer groups (both
youth and adulis)as an extension agent. Thus, my lack of experi-
ence in teaching a graduate course for students fromall over the
world provided an opportunity for seeing whether systematic
evaluation could be a strategy for course improvement.
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PROBLEMS AND DECISIONS

One reason | wished to evaluate the course was to learn how to plan
and implement a graduate course practicing the philosophies.and educa-
tionit) theories | had learned.

Second, at the “course level.” | had to decide just how “prestructured”™
or *teacher organized™ a course had to be and how unstructured some
parts of the course should or could be. | wondered whether I had to set
specitic abjectives for graduate students to achieve.

Third, the work load, the pace of the class, and realistic expectations of
students had 1o be assessed.

IF'ourth, the appropriateness and exclusiveness of the course content
needed evaluation, Was it too much? Enough? Were there other, more
importani conceptsto be taughi?

FFifth, | had 1o decide on appropriate teaching procedures, organiza-
tion, and methods tor cach cancept 1o be taught, to build a strong
connection between planning ideasand reality (theory and practice).

PROCEDURES

A systematic, formal evaluation is not a research effort.
Instead of determining truths to generalize to other situations. as
in research, it determines the value of course content and pro-
cesses us judged against certain criteria.2

Systematic, formal evaluation also means that. rather than
depending on single measurements, one relies on multiple
measurements. Many sources of evidence are important. [ used
the following sources to discover weak points of the course. 10
probe unanticipated happenings. and to make the decisions out-
lined ubove:

1. Discussions with tellow professors on the feedback they were

getting from students and others,

2. Direct student feedback in class and during individual conferences

withcachstudent.
. Observations of classand individual etforts.
. Student advisory committee discussions.
. Lvidence from extensive surveys at the end of the semester.

The survey form at the end of the course did not replace the
need for the other sources of evidence but rather complemented
the other sourcesby:

1. Getting reactions from those who did not speak out.

2. Filling in the gapson things some students didn’t respond on,

3. Probing more decply certain issues that may have arisen during the

course,

The reliability and validity of these approaches was checked
in several ways. First, the survey form was reviewed and pre-
tested by fellow departimental professors and the class advisory
committee to see that questions would be understood and would
actually obtain desired information. Second, the multiple
measurement concept hud inherent reliability tests built into it.
For example, the survey results could be compared with the
visual observations andfor the feedback from fellow professors.
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COMPARISON OF 1971 AND 1972 COURSES

The following broad learning objective served to guide the
planning of the course for 1971.

Students to develop an indepth knowledge of extension program

planning and its concepts and a commitment to study the subject

turther by actually becoming invalved in the planning, learning.
and evaluation of the course.

This objective was realTirmed by evidence gathered at the end
of the 1971 course and served to guide the course planning in
1972 also. The evidence at the end of the 1971 course served to
change the 1972 format considerably. Following is a brief com-
parison of the 1971 and 1972 courses.

1971 Course Content and Process

The content to be learned centered around 12 concepts, pre-
sented or discussed in the following order: Philosophy of Exten-
sion, Extension Program, Social Systems. Change, Situation
Anulysis, Involvement of Citizens, Decision Muking, Needs and
Problems, Educational Objectives, Learning Design and Instruc-
tion, Administrative Support, and Evaluation of Programs.

Students voluntecred or were assigned to develop two short
papers related to each of two concepts. These papers were to
include both a brief summary of the important research on the
concept, followed by their own creative additions on that con-
cept. Students writing on similar concepts organized into task
groups to present the key ideas to the class. | met with each
group at least once, usually several times to help them plan a pre-
sentation of concepts for the class.

The advisory commitiee elected by the students to help make
decisions on procedures and content made an early decision 1o
divide the 41 students into two sections for two days a week
(used for student presentations). with the class meeting as a
whole the third day (used for instructor input and sununaries).

Instead of a final exam, the cluss members chose to develop a
mode! of program planning using the 13 concepis, discussing
their inter-relationships, and showing how the concepts fit into
practice. About mid-semester (at the end of the presentation on
concepts), | presented my ideas on how the concepts fit
together.

The last 34 weeks of the semester task groups presented and
discussed proposals on approaches they had developed in
response to specific programming problens identified during the
early part of the semester. (i.e. How to drop unneeded extension
programs.)

[n summary, the students worked in depth and on their own,
at abstract and theoretical levels.

Several key problems with processes used in the 1971 class
were identified by the tive evaluation procedures:

1. The course was too abstract or conceptual and unrelated to stu-

dent experiences. More practical application was needed.

2. Problems of communication exisied, Many international students
found it difficult to present and listen to discussions by other
studentsin the class.

. The sequence was improper. Some concepts needed to be pre-
sented before other concepis could be understood. (i.c. Needs
must be presented belore situational analysis.)

. The work load was too great.

. The readings did not provide cnough direction.

The class was too large For the format used.

. The groups needed more training in communicutions and group
dynamics.

. More interesting and stimulating methods were needed. Not
enough variety or creativity existed in course presentation and
instructional media,

. More introductory overview was needed at the beginning of the
course to help set direction.

. More outside resources were needed for variety,

. More clarity was needed on ideas, concepts, and instructions.

. Students generally could not establish for themselves meaningful,
higher level learning objectives, us expected.
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1972 Course Content and Process

As a result of the 1971 evaluation. several changes were nude
in the 1972 course. First, more specific learning objectives were
identitied, about which class members were expected to make
some commitment. These were previewed at the beginning of
the course. The class members were then encouraged to work

towards developing more personalized and even more specific
objectives during the semester, within the already established
framework.

Second, discussions on “‘concepts’ and “communication”
were inserted at the beginning of the course to help students
understand a concept and communication us a useful planning
concept. Experiences related to these two discussions also
helped them in class planning situations. In addition, more time
was given to the concepts of group dynamics, needs, situational
analysis, and decision making. Less time was given to learning
and evaluation because many students were taking specilic
courses on those subjects.

Third, the sequence of concept presentation was changed in
several cases. For example, needs followed situation analysis in
1971, but preceded situation analysis in 1972, In programming,
needs are identified as a result of analyzing situations and should
be taught in that order. However, the 1971 experience showed a
student must know what a need is, before discussing situation
analysis, if he is to know a need when he finds it, and if he isto
know the reason for analyzing a programming situation. The
sequence of the concepts in the 1972 course with some changes
in labels is compared to the 197§ sequence below:

1971 1972 )

Philosophy of I xiension Concepl Learning
Fxtension Program Communication

Social Systems GroupsfSocial Systems

Change Change

Situation Analysis l:xtension Education Philosophy
Involvement of Citizens Program

Decision Making Needs/Motivation

Needsand Problems Situation Analysis

Educational Objectives Invalvement ol Citizens

Learning Design and Instruction  Decision Making/Planning

Administrative Support Lducational Objectives

Lvaluation of Programs The Learning Experience
Securing/Organizing Program Support
Fvaluation of Programs

Fourth, | planned and presented the major input on allof Lthe
14 concepts in 1972, Students did not initiate as many of the
learning experiences. thus eliminating some language and com-
munication problems, but depriving students of an opportunity
to plan and teach.

Fifth, these instructor-initiated experiences were more varied
than the learner-initiated experiences of the 1971 course. These
experiences included case studies. group discussions, lectures,
role playing, open ended exercises, guest speakers. student pre-
sented lectures, short writing assignments (which forced stu-
dents to compare theories), communications exercises, demon-
strations of tcchniques, and more use of flip charts, overhead
projection. chalk board. and handours. Variution was not the
only concern here. More serious attempts were made to match
appropriate processes to the subject muatter being taught.
Obviously, this effort implies graduate students are motivated
not only by subject matter and their own desires to learn, but
also by external classroom stinwli.

Sixth. the students were given extensive reading lists on the
concepts, with specific identification of key readings, at the
start. These readings were also made more accessible by placing
them in two locations.

Seventh, a very key change, the students divided themselves
into teams of 3-3 students. Each team was to select one of several
possible programming situations and develop a written exten-
sion program plan. The teams worked all semester on these
plans, incorporating the course concepts into their “real” plans.
University of Wisconsin-Extension persons actually doing pro-
gramming related to Tamily nutrition, disadvantaged youth,
community resource development, and growing rice and
tobacco were used as resource people for these groups.

Those concepts and processes rated as effective in [971 were
retained for the 1972 class, including each student developing
his own conceptual program planning model and self-evaluation.

EVALUATION RESULTS
The extensive survey done at the end of cuch semester had
students rate the degree to which various criteria described the
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course.

The criteria represent the key variables used for all measure-
ments. In list form, they represent a tangible comparison of the
results due to the changes in the 1972 course based on evalua-
tions of the year before. Though the studemt feedback was not
the sole source of evidence, the comparisons of perceptions do
reflect trends exhibited by other sources of information.

All averages, unless otherwise noted, are on a 1-5 scale with
five being the highest (nearly always or very much) and one the
lowest (nearly never or very little). The 1971 ratings (n=235),
which are relatively lower, can be viewed asbenchmark data and
are aclually part of the decision-making duata used for making
changes in the 1972 course. The 1972 ratings (n=12) can be con-
sidered results due to changes.

Perceptions of Content
Table |
Comparison of Mean Perceptions of Course Content

TLEVTANIR/APT CreasInITY! TH:‘D?E‘TIC&L/UJGICAL:

CONCEPT 19713 1972 1971 1372
Cro:ps/Social Systens 3.0 u,5% 4,25 L3R
Chan e 4.00 L ut 3.%0 5,00
Prilosopnv of 3.8 4.00
Ixrension
xtennion Program LR34 4,33
Maeds and Prohlen= 2.00 4,60 5.00 +.72
Situatrion Analvsis 1.7% w50 3.73 3.63
Invo_vemen: of 13,00 4,39 3.00 4,36

ens

Decision *takins 3.85 .60 3.68 6,55
Zducatioral Nhjectives 3.5N Lu0 4,00 5.36
Learnine Fxnzriencss 3.8n0 4, 37 3.80 3.8%
Securing/freanizing 2.67 3.87 3.00 3.5
Support
Evaluation of Prosrams 5.00 4,25 ©,00 3.63

1. Berausre of the student's action oricntaricn, it wss de=irabls that
the course zontant = useful In their future and/or prossut job
sitiations. The ratings compars the 4 e T0 which students
thoutht the ideas were relevant and aonlizable,

2. Berause the
the content b
facts. The ratinss czmon
the ideas we:e ara

, it was desirable that
recall and meaninoles=-
zo whizh studen:z

2 yred in 1771 1o awval
211 cised {1-%) a4

3. Beec:use of the techni
th= N is verv smal
were not Tatod At 3

Table | compares how students perceived the content in the
two years. The ratings of all concepts increased in 1972, except
for “needs and problems™ and “evaluation of programs.” The
1972 relevance ratings are all above 4.00 except two:
“philosophy™ und “securing supports.”” In 1972 all concepts
were perceived to be 4.00 or above Itom a theoretical standard,
except for “fevaluation,”” “securing support,” “learning
experiences,” and “situation analysis.”

Perceptions of the Processes Used in the Courses

Similkur data were gathered regurding course processes. These
data are compured in Table [1.

As Tuble I shows. all processes were perceived as improved in
the 1972 course except onc. Students rated “freedom and
autonomy” lower. The greatest increases in perceptions were in
“motivating, stimulating”™ and “opportunity to apply ideas.” As
shown, the most highly rated processes in 1972 were “oppor-
wnity 1o participate in learning,” “work load.” “assigninents,”
and “analytical thinking.”

The planning projects used us u specific part of the 1972
course were rated as very relevamn, useful.and complementary to
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Table 11
Comparison of Mean Perceptions on Course Processes
MTAM PERCEPTIONS

courst rrocsst 1971 1972
Overall planning/orecanizations 3.4n 3.91
Opportunity to participat: in planning 3.72 4,18
Ooportunitv to particinate in learning 3.78 4.50
Opportunitv to participate in evaluation 3.49 4,25
Analvtical thiniting needed 3.861 .33
Motivating/srirulating 2.63 4,00
Freedom and avtonemy 4,12 .83
Sufficient puidance 3.33 4.00
Variation in muthods 3.1? 3.9
Appropriate, =atisfving 3.25 3.83
Opportunity to -larifv Ideas 3.32 u.08
Opportunity to =pply id=a= 3.20 4.25
fmoartunity o =at =tandards 3.u8 3.£3
Opporzunity 1o rmake deci-ions 3,75 .00
Lffectivenrss in a-hi=ving lesrning 3.56 4,00
Araunt of eritizue ard fuedback 3.56 5,90
Flexitlc, cnon to chanpe 3.80 4.2%
Adequacy of assienteris 3.8 u.u42
Work load and race 3.96 4.50

1. Becauss the course was sraduire level, th= processs= sczlected
to pet fe Vo i of the usuwal criteria (varieve of
methods, r H but also several more rclared to
graduate vork tinkine, Ireedom, opporiunity
to plan ani eviiuate,)

class discussion. Students [elt they actually experienced the con-
cepts of group dynamics, communications, planning, identifying
needs. and making decisions in the group planning projects. (All
were rated 4.25104.58)

Holistic Reactions to Course

Other questions determined student reactions to the totfal
course in several ways. These reactions validated the perceptions
of the processesand content presented above.

First, students were usked how well they thought they
achieved their own learning objectives. In 1971, the average ona
five point scale was 3.92.[n 1972, the average was 4.30.

The second general reaction was a rating of the overall quality
of the course. In 1971, the average was 3.56. In 1972, the
average was 441,

Third, students indicated modifications they desired in the
course. With number one representing “would not tuke course

Table 111
Mean Perception of Course Contributions to Student
Professional and Academic Needs

MEAN PEPCTRPTIONS

CONTRIRUTINN 1971 1072

1, Contributed o overall graduatre study 3.8 - 77

2. Cortrihuted to gencral iniclle-zual L.08 L,78
improvement

3. Contributed to “uturs jor narformance 3.8 5,50

4.  Contribute: to rotivaiion te do 3.89 u,25
syszematis progrim nlanniny in future
S,  Contribut.? ro ability to do srwrinmatic 3.an L.36

progran planaizg in the futire




again anyway’’ and number 5 representing “would take course as
is” the 1971 average was 3.86,and 1972 was 4.06.

A final series of questions dealt with the degree to which stu-
dents felt the course contributed to several dimensions of their
academic and professional needs. These perceptions are itemized
in Table III.

As shown by the four overall types of reactions, the student’s
1972 holistic impressions differed greatly from those of 1971.
Particularly important are the ratings of achievement of
objectives and the student’s perceptions of the course contribu-
tions. These ratings are important because they are closer to
measuring the amount of learning, the ultimate application of
ideas, and the eventual impact of the course in the eyes of the
students.

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Using the students’ perceptions as a measure of course effec-
tiveness, the 1972 course was significantly improved over the
1971 course, regardless of criteria. The students ratings were
higher the second year. Their higher ratings were on both the
parts of the course (each of the concepts and the various pro-
cesses used) but also on their impressions of the total course as
obtained in several ways. My own subjective observations and
the feedback from fellow professors substantiated these student
reactions.

Question: Did the formalized, systematic evaluation cause
the improvements or were other factors more important? Cer-
tainly, the experiences I gained the first year were in themselves
critical, as were the pressures existing within the University
system to improve the course. But experiences in themselves
don’t improve the next eflforr. Reflecting on the experiences,
placing a value or meaning on them, and eventually using these
reflections and evaluations is what brings improvement. The
same holds true for University pressures. Only when the instruc-
tor internalizes these pressuresand evaluates past experiences to
improve future efforts do they have any bearing on course
improvement, The reflection and evaluation process is the
critical thought process, which takes evidence from past efforts,
judges the relative worth of these efforts, and uses these judg-
ments to decide on future course improvements.

I strongly believe my systematic, formal evaluation was the
key to improving the course. The evaluation in 1971 included
gathering extensive evidence on the content and processes of the
course in accordance with established criteria, and comparing
the ratings of the content and processes to determine the relative
course weaknesses.

One might ask whether | could not have reflected on the 1971
course and make changes and improvements without doing an

extensive, systematic evaluation using several sources of
evidence? The answer is an emphatic no! Only through the
systematic approach could I have made such progress in one
year. A systematic approach looks at the course in more detail,
using the memories and perceptions of more persons than the
instructor. An instructor cannot remember all the gaps,
strengths, and subtle hinis given in a course. By using the
memories of the students, we tap the already completed evalua-
tions of students, stored in their memeories, including data,
criteria and judgments.

I do not doubt the validity of the students’ perceptions.
Other sources supported them. However, I do wish to raise a
separate issue because of these perceptions: What is a good
graduate course?

I planned the 1971 course based on current student demands
for freedom and independent learning and on my own convic-
tion that mature graduate study is characterized by self-directed,
self-motivated. open-ended learning. Yet 1971 students
achieved less and were less satisfied than the 1972 group, which
had more learning experiences planned for them. One explana-
tion is that the second year experiences were closer to expecta-
tions of a good course. Thus, we must raise the question of
whether the experiences provided in 1972, even though in
accord with student expectations, are the best in the long run?
With more class direction will they be able to develop learning
and research habits useful for solving future problems when
instructorsare not available?

Thus, before deciding on the overall strategy for evaluatinga
graduate course or any other college course we need to first
decide on just what is a valuable course? What criteria represents
the type of course we desire?

In addition to relying on research on what ought to be and on
systematic evaluation efforts, one must be sure of the philoso-
phical assumptions upon which instructional strategies, re-
search, and evaluation criteria are based. This case study doesn’t
answer what assumptions are valid. Further research is needed
on that question. In the meantime, based on the foregoing data
and interpretations, I feel each instructor must think through
these assumptions for himself before setting up criteria, gather-
ing necessary evidence, and judging the value of a college course.

1. Phi Delta Kappa Study Committee on Education, (Stufflebeam,
Daniel C., Walter 1. FFoley, William S. Gephart, Egon G. Guba. Robert
Hammond, Howard D. Merriman, Malcom M. Provus), Educational
Evaluation and Decision Making, Itasca, Illinois, F, E. Peacock Inc.,
1971.

. Steele, Sara M., “Program Evaluation — A Broader Definition,”
Journalof Extension, Volume V111, Summer, 1970, pp. 5-17.
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MINUTES
NACTA Executive Committee Meeting
September 21,1973

The meeting was called to order by president Pasto at 9:00
a.m. September 21, 1973, in the University of Nebraska Center.
Lincoln, Nebraska. Executive committee members present were
Pasto, Alexander, Brown, Boyce, Ecker, Coleman, and Sand-
stedt. Others present were Seif, Treese. Eldridge, Hartung, and
Arnold.

The minutes of the June 15, 1973 executive committee meet-
ing were approved as distributed.

The treasurer’s report was accepted as distributed. A copy is
attached. Executive committee members suggested that the
treasurer investigate possibilities of investing NACTA funds
where they will draw the maximum interest possible.

The editor’s report was accepted as presented by Pasto for
Wright. Executive committee members suggested adding to the
NACTA Journal regular sections on “Digests of Research in
Teaching Techniques in Agriculture,” “Technical Notes,”
and/or “This Works for Me.”

The following committee reports were presented:

Ad Hoc Committee on Writing Contest: Treese reported that
guidelines were being established for a student writing contest
and that sources of funding were being investigated. The com-
mittee feels confident that they will have the contest details
ready for presentation and adoption at the next summer’s annu-
al conference. The executive committee members commended
the ad hoc committee members for their work.

Membership: The secretary provided regional directors with
copies of an updated membership list for their use in member-
ship development. Copies will be sent to the directors and to the
Canadian coordinator not present at the meeting by the secre-
tary. The president will send a letter and brochures to each post-
secondary institution with a program in agriculture inviting
membership in NACTA. The president will write to each active
and institutional active member to *“each one get a new NACTA
member.”

Teacher Recognition: The report was made by Seif who
asked for clarification of eligibility requirements for the Ens-
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