"THE DIRECT AND INDIRECT COSTSATTRIBUTABLE TO TRAINING
HAVE RISEN DRASTICALLY, WHILE ITSCONTRIBUTION TO
THE COMPANY'SBOTTOM-LINE ISBEING CHALLENGED."

EVALUATION
INFOCUS

BY JAY
ALDEN

Evaluation o training has become
a hot issue. Participants at train-
ing conferences are crowding into
sessions dealing with evaluation.
Few training periodicals are pub-
lished without at least one article
on evaluation, and some have de-
voted an entire issue to the sub-
ject. Companies are actually creat-
ing departments whose sole re-
sponsibility is training evaluation.
Thereasonsfor this movement are
not difficult to understand. The
marketplace has become extreme-
ly competitive and staff depart-
ments must prove their worth in
order to survive. Yet the direct
and indirect costs attributable to
training have risen drastically,
while its contribution to the com-
pany's bottom-line is being chal-
lenged.

Even with increased evaluation
activity, results have been disap-
pointing. Many evaluation efforts
have come up empty, producing
findingsthat are inconclusive, dis-
believed or simply ignored. If a
program evaluation effort is to be

considered successful, some sub-
stantive decision about the pro-
gram must be based on the evalua-
tion data. The training program
should be cut, lengthened, chang-
ed, resequenced, reschedul ed,
eliminated, or even retained as is
because of the evaluation findings.
Unfortunately, this is not usually
the case. Training programs do
change, of course —in fact, they
change al the time — but the
changes are rarely the direct re-
sult of evaluation findings.

What can account for the failure
o evaluation projects to influence
the form and substance of the
training programs they are ap-
praising? The explanation seemsto
lie in the evaluator's lack of focus,
rather than in their lack of motiva-
tion or ability. During a typical
project, evaluators will measure
anything that moves, ask what-
ever questions are possible to ask,
and report al results accurate to
three decimal points. Is it any
wonder that evaluation reports are
ignored, even if they are read?
Successful evaluation projects, on
the other hand, focus directly on
the management decisions being
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considered for the training pro-
grams.

Four factors need to be de
termined before a meaningful eval-
uation project can be designed.

1. Will management even con-
sider making a decision about
whether or not to change a pro-
gram or how it should be changed?

2. What research questions will
provide the data necessary to
make the management decisions?

3. What level of datais practical
to collect and i mportant enough for
management to use in the decison-
making process?

4. What criteria will manage-
ment use to make the decision?

Potential for Change

Consider the probable conse
guences of an evaluation report
that shows major weaknesses in a
program that management is &-
ther unable or unwilling to change.
For the evaluator, it is a source o
extreme frustration: for manage-
ment, it is a source of political fric-
tion. Every evaluator should post a
sign that reads, "If they won't
change it, don't evaluate it." Each
evaluation effort should be preced-



ed by a commitment from manage-
ment that the program can, in fact,
change.

In certain cases, this commit-
ment is easy to obtain. One such
case is when an existing program
is under indirect or informal attack
— when reports show that “sales
are down,” supervisors indicate
“they're not making or fixing them
right,” or memos or calls report
that “it’s a lousy training pro-
gram. ™ There is an especially high
potential for change in anewly de-
veloped training program designed
for large numbers of students or
one that is deemed critical to the
organization'sbottom-line. Inthese
cases, the cost consequences of an
ineffectiveprogram are obvious to
management and they are general-
ly prepared to effect changes if the
appropriate evaluation evidence is
obtained. In such instances, there
is an opportunity for the evalua-
tion effort to influence the pro-
gram.

In other cases, there is little or
no opportunity for change. Ob-
vioudly, if the current form of a
program is nearing the end o its
life cycle, or if the number of stu-
dents projected for the program is
so small that no additional re-
sources will be invested in it, eval-
uation is pointless. Less obvious,
but equally obstructive to success-
ful evaluation is the situation in
which informal indicators have
produced a strong management
commitment to an existing pro-
gram (e.g., "No one is complain-
ing"; "Th e VP liked it;" "I like it").
The commitment may, indeed, be
0 strong that any evaluation data
to the contrary will be rejected
outright. Before an evaluation is
scheduled, management should be
asked the question: "What will you
doif the evaluation findings show
that many of the students going
through the program do NOT
achievethe objectives you have for
them?" If the answer suggests that
there is little chance that the pro-
gram will change, the evaluation
effortis almost certain to fail.

Kinds of Questions

Assume that management will,
infact, consider evaluation results
in making a decision about the fu-
ture of a program. Next, agree-

ment must be reached on the
particular questions that will pro-
vide the data necessary to make
those decisions. For example, one
decision that management might
be considering is simply, “Should
the program be changed?” But on
what basis will management make
this decision? Effectiveness? Effi-
ciency? Relevance? The fatal flaw
of most evaluators is that they be-
lieve they must ask questions con-
cerning al factors. Since their re-
sourcestend to be limited, they of-
ten end up with watered-down
data that answers none of the
guestions to management's satis-
faction.

Obviously, management will
hope that their programs are effec-
tive, efficient and relevant. Yet
decisions about whether or not to
change a program may hinge on
only one or two such factors, the
others being o little concern or
believed to be under control. "We
know it's a good program; we're
just not sure if it's too long." "All
we want to know is if they learn
what we teach." "We know we're
teaching well, but are we teaching
the right things?" The evaluator
should attempt to focus the re-
search questions on the critical fac-
tors — the ones that will decide
the issues.

Concern with Effectiveness

Does the program enable stu-
dents to:
* meet the end-of-course objec-
tives?
o perform satisfactorily on the
job?
Concern with Efficiency

Is there apparent waste in the
program of:
» student time?
* instructor time?
* materials and equipment?
* use of facilities?
Concern with Relevance

Arethe behaviorslearned in the
program:

» actually performed on the job?
 critical to job success?

» consistent with on-job practices
and policies?

The decision, "Should the pro-
gram change?" usually cdls for a
"yes' or "no" answer. Therefore,
the research questions designed to
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help makethis decision tend to key
on the end result of the training
program: Are the students suc-
cessful after training? How much
time does it take to train them?
Are the tasks they were taught in
school actually performed on the
job? These types of questions do
not necessarily identify specific
program components in need of
improvement or provide recom-
mendations for how the improve-
ments should be made. However,
management's concern with the
program might go beyond the
issue of whether or not it should
change. They might ask for as
sistance in deciding "How should
the program change?"

A decision of this type requires
an entirely different set of re-
search questions. The required
guestions are diagnostic in nature
and focus on the enabling factors
that contribute to the program's
effectiveness, efficiency, and rele-
vance. For example:

Should the course entrance re-
quirements be addressed?
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* Are students who fail to meet

prerequisites permitted to enter

the course?

* Does level of student entrance

ability predict school success?
Should particular training ma-

terials be revised?

* Can failure in end-of-course or

job performance be traced to

specific learning modules?

* Do students achieve the learn-

ing objectives of each course mod-

ule?

* |s the content of each module

technically accurate and relevant

to job needs?

* Do excessive unplanned in-

structor interventions or discus-

sions occur during use of particular

materials?

* Are expensive or time-consum-

ing materials worthwhile in terms

of their effect on end-of-course

performance?

* Is the language level appro-

priate to the target population?

Should the course administra-
tive practices be changed?
* Are the instructors skilled in
teaching?
* Do instructors deviate from
planned administrative activities?
* Are nonteaching responsibili-
ties of instructors excessive?
» Can administrative efficiency be
improved, without adversely ef-
fecting end-of-courseperformance,

by:

- increased student / instructor
ratio?

- incentives for pressure for in-
creased pace?

- small vs. large group instruc-
tion?

- reduction of student practice
activity?

- pretest and bypass of modules?
Should the instructional design
be altered?
U Does each module lead to a mea-
surable goal?
O Does the sequence of modules
facilitate learning?
[J Are sufficient presentation,
practice, and feedback provided?
[ Are the instructional media ap-
propriate to the learning tasks?
(] Are the learning tasks and goals
challenging and important to the
target population?
* Has al content critical to job
success been included?
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Should the posttraining environ-
ment be modified?
* Are there opportunities for
course graduates to immediately
perform on the job, the tasks they
were taught in school?
* Do course graduates receive on-
the-job staff support for perform-
ing the tasks taught in school?
* Are the job resource materials
accurate, complete and consistent
with those used in school?
* Do management practices rein-
force school-taught behaviors?

The tendency of many evalua
tors is to attempt to answer al
such questions. However, the shot-
gun approach usually runs con-
trary to available time and re-
sources. Evaluators must limit the
diagnostic questions they ask to
those they can practically answer.
But which ones? Rather than de-
rive the questions from their own
pet learning theories, they should
focus on management's options
and concerns. Which enabling fac-
torsis management in aposition to
change? For which are there cur-
rently informal indicators of defi-
ciency? Which, if changed, offer
the greatest opportunities for im-
provements to the program?

Level of Data

Almost all the questionsthat can
be asked during an evaluation
effort can be answered with differ-
ent levels of data. For example,
the research question: Is the con-
tent of the module relevant to job
needs? could be answered in any of
the following ways:

* Ask the students to rate the
relevance of the comient (either
during training or after they re-
turn to the job). High ratings
would indicate that the content is
relevant.

[0 Ask experienced practitioners
or subject-matter experts to rate
the relevance of the content. High
ratings would indicate that the
content is relevant.

[0 Observe either course grad-
uates or experienced practitioners
on the job. If they perform the task
or apply the content, and do it the
way they were taught in school,
the content is relevant.

* Check the products or end
results of people who perform the
task or apply the content the way



it istaught in school. If the results
are satisfactory, the content is
relevant.

These four levels of data can
apply to almost any kind of re-
search question:

1. Participant Perception: Peo-
ple who are attending or who have
attended the course give their in-
dividual reactions to the question
by ratings, rankings, or com-
ments.

2. Expert Opinion: People who
are considered to be subject-mat-
ter experts or master practitioners
in the field give their individual
reactions to the question by rat-
ings, rankings, or comments.

3. Measurement ~ of Beflavior: A
score is derived systematically by
testing or observing the actions
taken by a person or persons. The
score represents the individual's
proficiency or adherence to a
standard in carrying out a pre-
scribed series of actions.

4, Measurement of End Results:
A score is derived systematically
by testing or observing the pro-
duct or result of actions taken by a
person. The score represents the
quality, speed and accuracy or ad-
herence to a standard of the end
results produced by the individual.

The level of data used to answer
aresearch question is selected as a
trade-off between practicality of
measurement and importance to
management. Participant Percep-
tion and Expert Opinion are gener-
dly the easiest to measure, but the
objectivity of the data can be ques-
tioned. Management may choose
to ignore or discount answers to
the research questions derived by
these means. Measurement of Be-
havior tends to give objective data
that deals explicitly with the ques-
tions being asked. However, this
measurement scheme often re-
guires one-on-one monitoring (e.g.,
looking over people's shoulders
with a clipboard in hand), which
tends to be time-consuming and
expensive.

O the four levels of data de-
scribed above, measurement of
end results is frequently the opti-
mum technique. Management is al-
most always concerned more with
"products” than with "processes."
{"You can use any selling strategy

you want, as long as you make
sales;” "I don't care how you fix it
aslongasit gets fixed.") Also, end
results are usually easier to mea
sure than behaviors. The perform-
er doesn't even have to be present
when the results are measured or
counted. In fact, end results are
often measured as part of existing
accountability systems, and need
only be captured from official data
bases. However, there is a caution
associated with data derived from
measurement of end results. End
results are a less direct indicator of
proficiency than behavior mea-
surements. A product may be im-
perfect because of faulty materials
or environmental conditions, ra-
ther than the actions o the indi-
vidual performer. Conversely, a
product might prove to be accept-
able in spite of an imperfect per-
formance.

Whichever level of datais select-
ed to answer a research question,
management should be consulted
about whether it is important
enough to use in the decision-mak-
ing process. In fact, the research
question provided for preliminary
management review should make
reference to the level o data se-
lected. Is the content of the module
relevant tojob needs as measured
by. ...?

Decision-Making Criteria

Suppose you asked questions
about factors with which manage-
ment is concerned, and have
collected data at a level that they
consider important. The evaluation
findingsmight still be ignored. For
example, assume the following
kinds of data are reported:

» Eighty-three per cent o stu-
dents attending the course achieve
the end-of-course objective asmea-
sured by a performance test.

* The average rating of job rele-
vance by experienced practitioners
is3.8 on afive-point scale, where 1
is "irrelevant” and 5is "highly
relevant.”

* During a random sample of in-
structor observations, instructors
deviated from planned administra-
tive activities seven per cent of the
time.

* Onthe average, 14 days elapse
from the time students complete
training until the opportunity aris-
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es for them to put the skill into
practice.

The information appears inter-
esting, but there is no assurance
that it will be used in the decision-
making process. Management may
choose to ignore the data. What is
missing is the minimum acceptable
criterion that defineswhen change
should or must take place. Contin-
uing the example above, if the
minimum acceptable standard for
each objective was established at
80 per cent, the materials leading
to the end-of-course objective that
scored 83 per cent would be con-
sidered valid. On the other hand, if
the standard was set at 90 per
cent, the materials leading to the
end-of-course objective would re-
quire revision.

The minimum acceptable criter-
ion for a factor can be established
in either of two ways:

» Absolute Standard — The cri-
terion represents a"threshold"
level that the measured factor
must equal or exceed. Ideally, the
standard is systematically derived
from a bottom-line target, but it
may result from a theoretical
"model" performance or a calculat-
ed "normalized" figure— or even a
"cross-your-firigers' type of expec-
tation.

» Comparative Standard — The
criterion is derived from the per-
formance of another group called
the "control" group. The group be-
ing measured as part of the evalua-
tion is compared statistically with
the equivalent measures on the
control group. To meet the mini-
mum acceptable criterion, the dif-
ference between the evaluation
and control group measures must
exceed chance probability. The
control group may be composed of
people who (1) were trained in the
same course at an earlier time or at
a different location, (2) were
trained in a different course, (3)
were not trained at al, or (4) are
the same people in the evaluation
group just before they received
the training.

The advantage of the Absolute
Standard isthat the decision-mak-
ing process requires minimal anal-
ysis techniques (i.e., the threshold
level is either met or not met). Its
disadvantage isthat the particular
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threshold level selected may be
difficult to justify ("Why is 90 per
cent the minimum acceptable lev-
el?"). In comparison, the control
group used with the Comparative
Standard israrely arbitrary or ab-
stract, but the analysis technique
used to reach the decision requires
inferential statistics.

Whichever type of standard is
used for the minimum acceptable
criterion, it is advisable that it be
established before any data is col-
lected. That is, "the money should
beput on the table before the hand
is played." If at al possible, man-
agement should take part in defin-
ing the standard. At the very
least, they should review and
commit to its use in the decision-
making process.

The introduction o minimum
acceptable criteria permits the
writing of research questions that
can be answered "yes" or "no."

* Can at least 80 per cent of the
students attending the course cor-
rectly diagnose and repair typical
field faults as measured by a
hands-on performance test admin-
istered at the end of school?

» Do studentsin the Selection In-
terviewing program improve their
interviewing skills as measured by
a performance checklist in a role-
play situation?

» Do more graduates of the Basic
Sales course attain 100 per cent o
plan after three months in the field
than Sales Reps trained on the job?
» Does the average rating of Job
Relevance by students in the pro-
gram exceed 3.5 on a five-point
scale, where 1is"irrelevant" and 5
is "highly relevant"?

In this form, the questions
suggest a clear-cut evaluation de-
sign (i.e., what should be measur-
ed, how it should be measured,
who should be measured, how re-
sults should be analyzed). But
most important, they offer the
greatest opportunity for findings
to influence the program being
evaluated. The questions focus on
the issues that management cares
about, and in a form in which a
"no" answer is a compelling reason
to effect change.

Jay Alden is the manager of Training
Evaluation at the Xerox International
Center for Training and Management
Development, in Leesburg, Va.



