ADULT EDUCATION CONTENT STANDARDS CONSORTIA

CONFERENCE CALL

Tuesday, March 15, 2005 2:00 P.M. (E.S.T.)

The Power of Reviewing Standards
Presented by Susan Pimentel

The Power of Reviewing Standards

Susan Pimentel presented on the process and benefits of reviewing content standards.  She drew on her experiences working with writing and reviewing teams across the country to speak about the advantages of expert and field reviews and key points to keep in mind when planning the process.  Her presentation complements presentation entitled Using Crosswalks in Alignment.  Below is a brief summary of some key points that came out of her presentation.  The power point slides from both conference calls are also available in the Community Center.

1. Reviewing standards has a lot of power.  It can be painful, but even if people become angry, it always makes the standards better.
2. Tell your writing team to welcome evaluation since it can help make standards, which are written for many audiences, more appropriate.  It’s also a good check to make sure they’re clear, accurate and complete.

The review process builds ownership and awareness of the standards around the state.  It’s a chance for people to become involved in the creation of standards, even if they’re not members of the writing team.

Reviewers can give good feedback about the parts of the standards where people don’t feel comfortable.  For example, they may tell you that they don’t know the content area well or that they want new instructional techniques.
3. Make the internal review multi-faceted.  Reviews continue through the writing and revision process. It’s also a time when crosswalks and alignments can happen, either because you want to know where your standards are aligned with external ones or because you are required to crosswalk with state K-12 standards or ADP standards.  Asking people to think about external documents that are based in research can be a good internal check, a way to find gaps in your own thinking and a way to show your standards’ validity because you can show where they align with content based in research.  This information can then be presented to legislatures in support of your standards.
4. Members of the writing team are good for internal review that involves alignment and crosswalking.  A crosswalk could be between documents that are absolutely congruent, so that what’s in one document is also in the other. Look for content and cognitive complexity.  We know that when you are using K-12 standards, there are some standards that are more important and some that are less important to adults. Even if you want them aligned, they won’t be exact replicas since they involve different audiences and different time frames.  And because of this, there may be places where they are contradictory.  This is okay if you know where the places are and there’s a rationale for the contradictions.
You want to explain, especially if you’re required to align with another document, how the documents relate.  When you have decided to make different decisions in content or cognitive complexity, explain why you made the decisions.  Explain the degree of congruence.  Make sure you know and keep in mind what you’re hoping to get out of the comparison.
For more about alignment, see the Resources slide for a link to Norman Webb in Regie Stites’ presentation.
Keep in mind that assessments can only test so much. Often you want more in your standards than what’s in the assessment, but you also want to show how they align and why you’ve decided to include more.
*** Expert external reviewers may also weigh in on what they think is important in external standards and should be included in yours.  External expert reviewers help you hone the language that you’ve using and get precise about whether you’re saying what you’re trying to say.
5. The field review is a good place to make sure your standards document is clear and acceptable to the field.  Field reviewers can also let you know if you’ve left out a skill or concept that they think is important.

Field review focus groups should be made up of a mix of instructors and program directors.  You can sometimes also include community college personnel and students.  It’s important to think about where you want buy in and who will have something to say.
Hold them in key areas of state, so that you have a good geographic representation.  This helps with buy in. Send out invitations to the focus groups.  You want a good representation and you want people to know that they were selected to do this.

Make sure participants get a draft well in advance, at least one or two weeks.  In order to do this, schedule the meeting well in advance and make sure you meet the draft deadline.
10-15 people in a focus group works best.  This feels less formal and allows for dialogue among those who have and haven’t been part of process.

You need a minimum of 3 hours to allow for an introduction about how you developed the standards, questions, walking through the document and discussion.  Some people may want to tell you specific places where they don’t like wording.

6. Invite the writing team to be there, so that there’s a personal touch and reviewers will see their colleagues who did the writing, but make sure that they know that the first thing people are going to comment on is what they “don’t like”.  Let them know that they’re not there to defend the standards and shouldn’t take criticism personally. It’s okay to tell reviewers up front to let you know what they hate.  They need to take things in their full context, but make sure you don’t close comments down.
Sometimes at the focus groups people will also bring up professional development issues or resources they don’t have (e.g., special graphing calculators used for GED).  This is good information for the department to know regarding next steps.  Field reviewers can also tell you if they don’t understand the format and you can use this to decide what needs to be in your introductory piece.
You want to have one or two scribes, who can be from the writing team, to make sure the comments from the focus group are well documented.  At the end of the meeting, people can hand in their standards documents that they’ve written on, so that you’ll have all of their suggestions even if there wasn’t time to discuss everything.

A feedback form or survey can also be used so that you will have written comments if there’s not enough time for everyone to say all they want.  After you’ve made all of your revisions based on the reviews, make sure that you close the loop and report back to focus group participants.  This builds trust.  All that they suggested may not have been used, but report back about what you did change and when you decided not to make changes along with the rationale for that decision.  If possible reconvene the focus groups or send participants a revised copy of the standards with explanations.
7. To get more feedback and reach a large number of people, you can also develop a survey for the field.  Make it web-based if you can.  Before you send it out, you can test the survey with members of writing team.  They can tell you questions that are on the minds of people in the field and make sure that the survey is understandable.

Try to make the questions qualitative and quantitative.  Ask to rate things on a scale, but also ask how you can improve and refine the standards and where the gaps are.  This will help you get at the meaning behind the ratings.  You can also ask about ideas for implementation and professional development.

Consider doing both a general question survey and a specific survey that has the standards and blank lines so that people can make line by line comments.  [An example of a general survey is provided in Community Center with the slides for Susan’s presentation].
8. Having focus groups and surveys allows you to get in-depth responses and also reach a large number of people.  Sometimes people like to hold public hearings, but there is not as much opportunity for dialogue as in a focus group and so the information that you get isn’t as good.
9. External expert reviews are wonderful if you can afford them because experts in a particular content area or standards are current on the research and people in the field aren’t always.  They’re also familiar with expectations for standards across the nation, so they can provide a broader perspective.  Plus they’re independent.  Standards indicate change which can be scary to people in the field.  Expert reviewers are independent of those concerns and worries, because it is not personally affecting them.  They can tell you what’s in the research, what it’s important to have, and they have read a lot of standards so they can help you identify pitfalls.  Experts also give you a stamp of approval, so that you can show policy makers that an expert has looked at the standards.


10. Experts review in different kinds of ways, so you want to provide them with guiding questions and let them know what you want them to weigh in on.  Also be clear about how specific you want them to be.  Do you want them to tell you about the standards on the whole or to mark specific suggestions on wording changes and refining the document?  You also need to give expert reviewers a lot of lead time, so that they’ll be able to prepare their responses by the time you need them.
11. Make sure to adequately prepare you writing team for reviews.  Let them know that people will tell them what they hate first, but make sure that they also know that it’s important to hold on to principles.  

Consider all feedback, but you don’t have to act on it.  For example in one case, a team was writing science standards for early childhood education and there was a lot of content, even in the early years.  Reviewers gave feedback that said the scientific inquiry process was what was important and they didn’t want the standards to get too specific.  The writing team listened and changed them, even though it was a huge change.  

In another case, a team was writing science standards for adult education, something they had never had before.  The feedback said that they should drop the whole thing.  The team didn’t listen, because they had a sense that these standards were important and though they represented a change in the field, it was important to be able to offer science in adult education.
Prepare for conflicts.  There will be differences of opinion, so make sure you have ways to manage them.  One way is to go back to the intent of the review.  You may have a difference between what the field and expert reviewers say.  Think about whom has the perspective to best look at what you were trying to find out about.  Sometimes you can take a piece from both.
12. Make sure that everyone involved knows that feedback is suggestion, not mandate.  Sometimes the field thinks a change will makes a difference, but the writing team doesn’t.  If the change doesn’t damage the intent of standards, make it.  When the field reviewers see a change for their benefit, it will mean a lot to them.

Make sure writing teams review every suggestion carefully.  They don’t have to change everything, but when they decide not to make a change, they should address it, so that people know the rationale.  They can address categories of suggestions instead of each individual one.  This lets people in the field know you considered their suggestions.
Questions and Comments

· Q:  Someone asked how much money they should build into their budget for this review process.
A:  There is no exact figure, but there are certain things that you need to think about that cost money.  First, for the focus groups, think about how many natural regions there are in state, keeping in mind that you don’t want more than 20 people in a focus group.  For these focus group meetings, generally speaking, you can go to a program and ask to use their space or some other public space so that you don’t have to deal with paying for that.  But you do want a small food budget for coffee, tea and some small snacks so that people can take a break.  Meeting for 3 hours nonstop is too much.  

You also want to make sure people can get in and out of the meeting area without having to spend the night.  One model is to do focus groups a week at a time with a morning one in one place, an evening one in the next place and then traveling to the next region.  If your writing team comes from different areas, you may have to pay for their travel and overnight costs.  To keep these costs down, you can try to use writing team members that come from that area.  Keep in mind that your state may require you to pay some travel costs.
· Q:  One state is thinking about having ESL students review their standards document and participant asked if anyone else was planning on doing this. 

A:  Another state representative said they had not yet begun planning the review process, but would probably run their standards by some students.  They were considering having a focus group comprised of nothing but students.  This might be a good idea, because you don’t want students to feel threatened by educators.  It’s always nice to ask students if this covers what they want.  Depending on the students’ levels you can have this sort of discussion and get valuable information without them having to read the standards.  You can do an instructor student mix, but you have to know the instructors, because you want to make sure that the students don’t feel embarrassed.  Note: a mix of teachers and students presents some challenges and might restrict what is expressed.

One state is planning on having their standards writing team members who are classroom practitioners to do a mini-focus group with their own students, since they already know their students and have built a rapport.  This can be a very cost efficient way for getting lots of feedback.  Take your writing team members, train them and then get the instructors or students working together.  This doesn’t have to cost much. Make sure you get feedback from all parts of state and that you are organized so the writing team members know what you want to get out of these conversations.  You can do this and supplement it with more formal focus groups.
Other ideas for getting student feedback include using higher level students who have come up through ranks so that they can make suggestions about lower level standards and mixing ESL students with instructors or translators so that some of the conversation can take place in the first language.  Be sure to think about how to structure the discussion based on what students’ proficiency levels are.
· Q:  One state asked about scheduling.
A:  If you have a due date, work backwards from the deadline while making sure to leave time for revision and review (and thus, let you know when you need to hold focus groups).  Make sure you are thinking about the timeline from the beginning.  It does take time to get the standards out to reviewers, synthesize reviews, and make changes.  Keep in mind that the writing team doesn’t have to read all of the surveys.  You can have 1 or 2 people put them in categories and synthesize them.  You can give the writing team all of the surveys for reference if you want to, but put them together so they don’t have to flip through all those pages.
· Q:  Someone asked at what point you should have the expert review and what point the field review.
A:  Make sure that you have the expert external review prior to or at same time as field review.  That way if the expert reviewer finds big gaps or recommends something quite different, you don’t surprise the field with a whole new category or overhaul.  You don’t want the final to be that different from what the field has seen.  It’s OK to work concurrently, because when you go back to the field to show them that their suggestions have been incorporated, you can also explain adjustments that include expert recommendations.  You just want to make sure the field is not surprised by a substantially different document than they saw.  

It’s imperative that you get back to the field after the field review, if you can. It’s also nice to show the expert reviewer what you were thinking and how you did incorporate changes.  If possible, you can send them the revisions at the same time.
Next Steps 

Please use the Community Center to continue this conversation.

Bimonthly Updates are due Friday, April 15, 2005.   Use these to let us know what we can do to help you plan.

The next conference call is May 17, 2005.
The second Consortia Meeting is at the Madison Hotel in Washington, DC from 2:00 PM on Wednesday, July 20 until 1:00 PM on Friday July 22.

