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Executive Summary

Transition Math Project:  A Formative Evaluation

By: Candiya Mann & Alan Hardcastle

Social & Economic Sciences Research Center, Puget Sound Office

Washington State University

March 2006

In October, 2005, the directors of the Transition Math Project (the Project) contracted with Washington State University’s Social and Economic Sciences Research Center (WSU-SESRC) to conduct a formative evaluation.   The goal of the evaluation was to identify the accomplishments the project team has achieved for Phase I of the Project, to identify challenges, and to suggest recommendations for improvement. 
The Project was formed in 2004 with the goal of improving students’ math skills through smoothing the transition between high school and college math expectations.   In the first phase, the main accomplishments were drafting the College Readiness Standards (the Standards) and eleventh and twelfth Grade Level Expectations (GLE’s) as well as holding two weeklong Project Institutes and a Placement Summit. 

This evaluation consisted of telephone interviews with 23 project participants, that spanned all educational sectors and included all project teams as well as representatives from the demonstration projects, the Project Institutes, and the project consultant, Achieve, Inc.
Common Themes

· Overall, respondents gave high marks to the Project.   This held true across all educational sectors and from both instructors and non-instructors. 

· In general, respondents appeared to have high levels of personal investment in the Project.   They often acted as informal project advocates, who disseminated information through formal and informal communication with a broad range of people who were not directly involved with the Project.

· The vast majority of respondents mentioned how much they appreciated the opportunity to work across educational sectors, finding common ground where they often did not expect it. 

· There was some ambivalence about the process used to generate the Standards.  While some respondents had positive comments about the open and inclusive nature of the Project, others found the iterative process repetitive and sometimes frustrating. 

· One of the strongest themes that appeared in response to almost every interview question was the need to disseminate information about the Project both widely (across the state) and deeply (into each organization). 

General Impressions, Successes & Challenges

· General impressions of the Project were overwhelmingly positive; the responses ranged from “pretty good” to “phenomenal”.   On the whole, respondents recognized the broad scope of the Project and were impressed with the progress made to date, while also keeping in mind the large amount of work that remains.

· According to respondents, the most successful parts of the Project were the communication that took place between a wide variety of stakeholders, the high quality of the Standards, the well-organized events with high-caliber speakers, and the local-level demonstration projects. 

· Respondents focused on communication issues as one of the most challenging parts of the Project.   Specifically, reaching consensus was named as being both one of the most challenging and the most rewarding parts of the process.   Another major challenge identified looked to the future of the Project and the difficulty of disseminating information about the Project both widely and deeply.   

Clarity of Goals & Project Design Effectiveness

· All of the interviewees reported that the core vision and goals were clear.   Minor areas of confusion involved surprise at a broader scope for the Project than respondents initially understood and uncertainty in planning for the future of the Project.

· Overall, the respondents reported that the Project design was effective.  Participants recognized the difficulty of keeping the process moving forward with numerous participants spread over a large geographic area.   Some respondents mentioned that the meetings were generally very productive but that it was difficult to keep momentum between the face-to-face meetings.

Participant Mix & Cooperation

· Overall, respondents were pleased with the mixture of participants.   However, they highlighted various (and sometimes conflicting) areas for improvement that call for increased participation by virtually every type of participant. 

· While having a broad mix of participants was seen as a project strength, it was also a weakness because the same participants did not attend each meeting, which made it difficult to reach consensus.

· All of the respondents reported that the participants have worked well together.  They described the participants as passionate and sincere and the meetings as including heated discussions that were “productive” and “healthy”. 

Communication, Leadership & Coordination


· In general respondents reported that they were satisfied with the communication that took place between the project directors and the participants and among the participants at the meetings.   If there was one point of weakness that was highlighted in this area, it was the communication among participants outside of meetings. 

· Most respondents stated that the website, listservs, and emails were well utilized to ensure that all participants were updated with the progress of the Project.

· Bill Moore and John House received high marks for their leadership and coordination of the Project from all respondents.   John’s logistical support and his effectiveness in keeping the Project moving forward were appreciated and acknowledged as well as Bill’s skill in facilitating the discussions and helping the participants reach consensus.

· While the respondents were pleased with Bill and John’s leadership style thus far, a few of the respondents mentioned that they think that the Project is at a point where a more direct leadership style could be useful.

Quality & Usefulness of Accomplishments: Standards & Events

· Overall, respondents reported that they are pleased with the quality of the Standards, stating that they have a “well-targeted level of specificity” and are “thoughtful”.   A number of respondents mentioned that they were happy with the inclusion of the section on student attributes and suggested that those would be especially useful to all students going on to college, regardless of whether they take a math class. 

· Respondents had very positive feedback on the events.   The caliber of the speakers, the inclusion of a broad base of participants, and the length of time that they had to work together all received praise.

Future Focus: Implementation & Placement Test Alignment
· There was consensus in the opinion that it is time to step up outreach and implementation efforts.   However, there were a variety of conflicting suggestions of implementation methods: small-scale, medium-scale, and large-scale implementation as well as both top-down state mandates and bottom-up grassroots efforts.

· Respondents suggested strengthening the connections between the different sectors in each district and incorporating the Standards into formalized documents such as articulation agreements. 

· There was also ambivalence among the respondents on the issue of placement test alignment.   Some saw the issue as absolutely imperative while others were more hesitant to sign on and cited concerns about academic and institutional freedom.
Introduction

Introduction

In October, 2005, the directors of the Transition Math Project (the Project) contracted with Washington State University’s Social and Economic Sciences Research Center (SESRC) to conduct a formative evaluation.   The goal of the evaluation was to identify the accomplishments the project team has achieved for Phase I of the Project, identify challenges, and suggest recommendations for improvement. 
The Project was formed in 2004 with the goal of improving student math skills through enhancing the transition between high school and college math expectations.   In the first phase, the main accomplishments were drafting the College Readiness Standards (the Standards) and eleventh and twelfth Grade Level Expectations (GLE’s) as well as holding two weeklong Project Institutes and a Placement Summit event.   The next phase of the Project will consist of more extensive communication and outreach, supporting the development of curricular and assessment materials that are aligned with the Standards, and identifying and promoting promising practices that arise from the demonstration projects. 

Methods

Telephone interviews with project participants were determined to be the best method for data collection because of the qualitative nature of the data.   The Project directors then compiled a list of potential interviewees.   The list represented project participants who had a longstanding involvement with the Project, professionals from all educational sectors who were involved in the Project at a variety of levels.

SESRC began scheduling the interviews via email on November 21, 2005.  Between November 22, 2005 and January 11, 2006, 23 telephone interviews were conducted.   Interviews typically took 20-30 minutes to complete.  The respondents are described below:

Table 1: Count of Respondents by Education Sector

	Educational Sector
	Number of Respondents

	K-12 system
	5

	Two-year colleges
	9

	Four-year colleges
	5

	Policy-level organizations
:
	4

	Total
	23


Table 2: Count of Respondents by Level of Involvement

	Level of Involvement

	Number of Respondents

	Management Team
	3

	Development Team
	4

	Review Team
	7

	Demonstration Project Grantees
	3

	Institute Attendees
	5

	Consultant (Achieve, Inc.)
	1

	Total
	23


Slightly over half of the respondents (13) were math instructors and faculty.  The others were policy-makers, content specialists, math consultants, math education directors, deans, and other administrators.  Responses were analyzed by educational sector and on the basis of  whether the respondent was an instructor or not. 

Findings

This chapter presents the results of the interviews.  The findings are presented in the order of the interview protocol:

· Awareness of the Project in the Community


· General Impressions


· The Most Successful Parts of the Project


· The Most Challenging Parts of the Project


· Clarity of Goals


· Project Design Effectiveness


· Participant Mix


· Participant Cooperation


· Communication


· Leadership & Coordination


· Quality & Usefulness of Accomplishments


· Future Focus


Each section corresponds to a single interview question, which is included under each heading.   The response themes for each question are explored with the most common themes listed first.   Some strong themes appeared in response to more than one question. The strong themes are also discussed in the conclusion.  The interview protocol included a question that solicited suggestions for improvement.  However, it is not presented as a separate section in the report since the responses tended to duplicate topics that appeared elsewhere.

In general, researchers found few themes that were distinct to a particular educational sector or to instructors/non-instructors.   Where these differences exist, they are specifically addressed throughout the report.     

Awareness of the Project in the Community

Interview question:  Have you had much communication about the Project with people who are not directly associated with it? 

The project directors were interested in finding out if information about the Project and the Standards had started to enter the general community.  The interviews suggested that most of the respondents believe strongly in the project and have acted as informal advocates for it. 

Respondents said it was common for them to disseminate information about the project through informal conversations, both in their professional and personal capacities.  Depending on the respondent’s position in their organization, they often inform people about the Project through more formalized communication as well, such as presentations to the Legislature, groups of college administrators, or internal math departments.

These conversations included a wide range of organizations, departments and individuals.   Respondents described information flowing across organizational levels and boundaries.   They reported communicating with the following people/organizations about the Project:

2-Year College Representatives

· Faculty and staff within their math departments and throughout their college

· Colleagues in other CTC’s

· High school math faculty, math curriculum specialists, and administration

· Other educational organizations, such as Washington Learns

· Other workforce organizations, such as Pierce County Careers Connection (PC3) 

· Neighbors and family

4-Year College Representatives

· Deans, faculty and staff within their math departments and throughout their university

· CTC math teachers who graduated from their university

· Middle school and high school teachers

· Colleagues outside of the state

K-12 Representatives

· ESD personnel

· High school teachers, secondary math coaches, and curriculum personnel

· District administrators and high school principals

· Parents

· Students

Respondents from Policy-level Organizations

· State legislators

· Provosts and deans of education

· Internal conversations with other personnel at their organization

· Conversations with representatives of other states that are considering undergoing a similar standards development process

While it is clear that conversations about the Project are occurring between people who are directly involved in the Project and people outside the Project, many respondents stated that much more needs to be done to formally disseminate information about the Project to the entire state.  Several respondents mentioned that it was not uncommon for them to talk to colleagues who had not yet heard of the Project.

General Impressions of the Project

Interview question:  What are your general impressions of how the Project has gone so far?

General impressions of the Project were uniformly positive; responses ranged from “pretty good” to “phenomenal”.   On the whole, respondents recognized the broad scope of the Project and were impressed with the progress made to date, while also keeping in mind the large amount of work that remains.   Respondents made comments such as the following:

“I’ve been really impressed.  The meetings are very productive.  We usually meet our goals…It’s definitely been very satisfying to see all the products we’ve produced.”






– 2-year college instructor

“They made terrific progress.  They started out with a charge, and they just keep pushing ahead.  And I think they’ve been doing a great job at getting something concrete out of it.”






– 4-year college instructor

While the responses were uniformly positive, it is important to remember that the project participants are essentially volunteers who would probably not continue their involvement if they did not see value in it.  Since the sample of respondents was drawn from participants with the heaviest involvement in the Project, it is somewhat expected that their overall opinion of the Project would be positive.  

The Most Successful Parts of the Project

Interview question:  Which parts of the Project have been the most successful?

While this question contained no prompts, the responses naturally fell into three main categories, discussed in detail below:

· The communication between stakeholders in the educational system

· The Standards

· The events (seminars, institutes, etc.) and pilot projects

1. The Communication between Stakeholders

About two-thirds of the respondents named the communication between the stakeholders as one of the most successful parts of the Project.   These respondents found that the open communication between the educational levels was extremely valuable.   They mentioned that forums for this type of communication were not often available prior to the Project.  Comments in this theme included the following:

“I have really enjoyed and gotten a lot out of the meetings with the mix of different groups…Getting those people together and talking has been the most valuable.  There’s never been a platform to get these people together.  The weeklong institutes were even better because you were together long enough to really reach some common ground.”






– High school math consultant

 “I really do think that the one thing that’s been beneficial to everybody has been opening up the channels between the different schools and getting to know one another and seeing that we’re on the same page.”






– 2-year college instructor

They explained that without the opportunity to sit down face-to-face, conversations between colleagues on the topic of math transition often led to blaming the other educational sectors for the transition problems.   With all the sectors represented at the meetings, these facilitated, face-to-face conversations helped participants overcome their own stereotypes about the other sectors and make progress towards solutions. 

Similarly, many of the respondents stated that initial conversations between the education sectors were difficult because of differences in the professional language that they used.   (For instance, using a term to mean two different things or using two different terms that referred to the same concept.)  Respondents explained that having the opportunity to sit down at the same table allowed them to discover their “common ground”.   Respondents described the value of their cross-sector communication in the following quotations:

“It was pretty tense the first few meetings.  We had some pretty tense conversations with college versus high school, but I think we came to a common understanding and found that we thought more alike than we first thought we had.  It’s set up an opportunity for conversations that needed to happen…opportunities that weren’t there before.”





– High school math consultant

“The biggest accomplishment we’ve had [in our region] is we don’t storm out of meetings anymore.  We’ve gotten to the point where this morning both the high school teacher and I were talking about revising our curriculums to have common objectives.”






– 2-year college instructor

2. The College Readiness Standards

About half of the respondents stated that their joint work to develop the Standards was one of the most successful parts of the Project.  Some of the respondents were pleased with the quality of the Standards as a whole.  A representative of a policy-level organization stated, “People think that the Standards are really good and are on target and do define what a student should know [in order] to be able to do entry level mathematics.” 

Other respondents mentioned specific aspects of the Standards, such as the focus on instructionally-rich tasks, changing instructional methods, and the inclusion of general student attributes needed for success in college.  Some respondents were impressed with the inclusive process used to generate the Standards, and others were pleased that consensus was reached among such a wide-ranging group of participants.  

3. Events & Pilot Projects 

A few participants stated that the events (seminars and institutes) were very successful parts of the Project.  They were impressed with what several respondents described as the “outstanding national speakers” and the amount of work that they were able to complete, especially at the first institute.

A couple of the participants reported that the pilot projects were a successful part of the Project.  They were pleased that the pilot projects functioned at the local level, rather than being a “blanket statewide mandatory thing”.  They held the opinion that the pilot projects would help to generate support among local constituencies.

The Most Challenging Parts of the Project

Interview question:  Which parts of the Project have been the most challenging?

This open-ended interview question generated a broad range of responses.  Taken together, the strongest response theme related to challenges in communication: 

· Internal to the Project: between the participants in drafting the Standards

· External to the Project: between the Project and the broader community in raising awareness of the Standards

· Internal to Participants’ Organizations: between Project participants and other stakeholders in their own institutions (high schools, colleges, etc.) as they integrate the Standards into all facets of their organizations

Other response themes included challenges with the process of writing the Standards as well as scheduling issues.  A few respondents looked to the future and spoke about upcoming challenges in implementing the Standards and aligning placement tests.  
1. Internal Communications: Coming to Consensus

Interestingly, the most common challenge was also the most frequently noted success: communication between stakeholders.  Respondents described the participants as “passionate” with “deeply-held convictions”.  At the same time, several respondents noted the difficulty of ensuring effective communications between different educational sectors.   Therefore, while this finding appears to be paradoxical, it is not surprising that coming to consensus was both “the most rewarding and the most challenging” part of the Project.  A representative selection of comments includes the following:

“I think the most challenging [part] is trying to communicate across the sectors.  I don’t think that was easy at the state level or the region level.  We wouldn’t be in the mess we’re in now if we were communicating.  It’s hard to start at a time when the stakes are so high.”






– 2-year college administrator 

“The various nuances when you bring together experts.  Even if you just brought together people from 4-year universities, there would be wide differences in opinion so when you bring people from all the sectors and business to gain consensus….”






– Representative of policy-level organization

“By far for me the most challenging part is acceptance of and from people who are teaching at different levels…it’s the pecking order issue [between the education sectors].”






– 2-year college instructor

2. External Communications: Outreach

Respondents reported that another challenge was disseminating information about the Project to the general community.  Specifically, external outreach was described as a challenge for the Project as a whole and critical to ensuring that the Project will become widely known across the state.  The need for a broad outreach effort was a strong theme throughout the interviews, appearing in response to almost every interview question.

Respondents said that it was common to talk to educators who had never heard of the Project or who had heard of it but not seen the Standards.  One example of this was at the Placement Summit, where some of the summit participants didn’t know that the Standards had already been drafted.  Respondents who noted challenges in external communications had suggestions such as the following:

“I think it would be better if [the project] was a little more front and center.   They’ve done a good job of getting representation, but I still find people who have never heard of it before so the challenge is to really get it out more.” 

– 2-year college instructor

“We’re almost to the point where there needs to be some statewide marketing of the project.”

 – 2-year college administrator

3. Communication Internal to Participants’ Organizations

The third challenge in communication was aptly described by one respondent as “infusing the knowledge of the Standards and expectations throughout the fabric of our institutions.”  The goal in this area is to ensure that all personnel have a thorough understanding of the Standards and that they are incorporated into all necessary processes (instruction, counseling, etc.). 

This is both an implementation challenge and a prioritization issue.  Respondents reported that it is difficult to find the right process to disseminate the information institution-wide.  As one high school math program manager explained, “Although the work has been done by [groups internal to Washington State], it’s almost as if it’s been done by a group in New York because it doesn’t seem like we have infused it into our school planning.”

After the information is distributed, the Standards still may not be implemented if it is not a high institutional priority or if it is viewed as an added burden.  For instance, some respondents at the secondary level explained that while teachers might be interested in the Standards, implementing them is yet another responsibility in an already-busy schedule.   Furthermore, implementing the Standards was sometimes viewed as a responsibility that was being imposed from the outside rather than within the district.

“It’s a real need to build this to the next level…make these standards a part of the work that we do…bring awareness of this work to the highest levels in the district so that this becomes an expectation, becomes a set of standards that guides our instruction.” 

– High school math program manager 

4. Process to Generate the Standards

Some respondents found the deliberative process used to create the Standards somewhat frustrating.  By nature, the inclusive, iterative model used by the Project meant that the same topics would come up at more than one meeting, and the large number of participants meant that the same people may not attend each meeting.  The lack of consistent participation by the same individuals was a problem for some respondents because the discussions could be repetitive. 

“Some of the conversations are fuzzy.  It’s challenging because there are lots of conversations and not everyone participates in every conversation so there are times when there’s miscommunication.”






– 2-year college instructor

“Another thing that was good and bad was that they would have different people all the time so you’d have to convince them all over again.  You’d almost have to go back to the beginning.  It was great to have the mix, but it’s kind of two steps forward, one step back.”






– 4-year college instructor

Other respondents saw this iterative process as a challenge because it seemed that there were no final decisions.  They would make a decision in a small group (after much discussion and hard work) only to find the decision changed by a different group or opened for discussion again with the larger group.  While these respondents understood that the goal of the Project is to come to consensus among a large group of stakeholders, they also explained that overturning their group decisions seemed to devalue their work.  In contrast, other respondents appreciated the open process and having the opportunity to review all the work. 

“Coming to that common ground has been the most challenging, given that the same people were not always there…It was frustrating at times because we would do the same thing over and over.”






– 4-year college instructor

“It does seem that when we meet in subsequent meetings, we come back and everything is back on the table again.  When one subgroup has talked at length about something and come to a consensus, the next group can change everything so that’s kind of frustrating.”






– 4-year college instructor

These themes appeared in response to multiple interview questions, such as the questions on the mixture of participants, participant cooperation, and communication. 

5. Scheduling

Making time for the Project in respondents’ busy schedules could be very difficult.  Additionally, some instructor respondents explained that the times generally selected for meetings often conflicted with their classes, making it difficult for them to participate to the extent that they would have liked.  Respondents also mentioned that having more advance notice would make it easier to receive approval for travel requests.  

“The events were sometimes planned with notice that was too short for us at our school.  If we could have events planned further out, it would help us work through the process.  We need to have approval all the way through the top.”   

– 2-year college instructor

“This was well organized, but it’s been difficult being a busy person to conform to their deadlines.  I’m familiar with organizations of this size and think this was very well organized.  It’s just been difficult for busy people hundreds of miles away to drop everything and go somewhere.” 

– 4-year college instructor

Clarity of Goals 

Interview question:  How clear are the overall vision and goals of the Project?  

All of the interviewees reported that they thought that the core vision and goals were clear.  One respondent pointed out that the deliberative process used during the meetings included a review of project goals, which served to reinforce the direction of the Project.  However, there were a few areas that respondents highlighted as being a bit fuzzy, either at the beginning of the Project, currently, or regarding future plans.

Some respondents reported that there was some confusion over the goals at the beginning of the Project.  For instance, some people were unclear that the focus would be on 11th and 12th grades.  Others were unsure if the focus would be on high school exit requirements or college entrance requirements.  However, these areas of confusion were quickly cleared up through reviewing the goals at the meetings.

Recently there has been some surprise among some participants at what they see as a larger scope for the Project than they initially understood.  Originally, the Project was seen as focused almost completely on creating the Standards, but now there seems to be more of a broader focus on the entire transition process. 

“I think [the goals] keep morphing slightly.  Something made me realize that it wasn’t just the Standards they were after; it’s actually a broader goal of transition.  I had no idea until they did the placement summit that it was even under their purview.  Their purpose may have shifted since the project started, based on needs, which I think is also good.” 




– 2-year college instructor

Others thought that the current goals and vision were clear, but they saw areas of uncertainty in the planning for the future of the Project.  While there was little consistency among respondents about specific recommended changes, several saw room for improvement in the clarity of the implementation plan, the statewide communication plan, and the relationship between the current Transition Math Project and the transition projects for other subjects.

Project Design Effectiveness

Interview question:  How effective do you believe that the current Project design is?

Overall, the respondents reported that the Project design was effective.  Respondents recognized the difficulty of keeping the process moving forward with so many participants spread over a large geographic area.  Some respondents mentioned that while the meetings were generally very productive, it was sometimes difficult to keep up the momentum between the face-to-face meetings.  This was especially difficult if the Standards were seen as an extra responsibility coming from an external organization:

“It’s hard to maintain during the school year because it’s not a district focus.  For me to bring those teachers together to work on our transitions plan has been very difficult.  It’s something that will help our initiative, but it didn’t come from inside [our district]… I’d love to hear what others have done to get past that.” 

– High school math program manager

Some respondents appreciated that the process was a somewhat loose, creative process that allowed participants to develop personal ownership for the Project.   As one policy-level representative put it: “A lot of people need to have ownership of this project so it’s kind of loose, and I think it needs to be.”  
In contrast, others felt that the Project is at a point where more controlled direction would be useful.   One two-year college instructor said, for instance, that while letting the Project ‘evolve’ was one approach, a more directive, leader-driven strategy could also be useful, especially as the Project moves forward. 

Participant Mix

Interview question:  Does the Project have the correct mix of participants? 

Overall, respondents were pleased with the mixture of participants.  They acknowledged that the Project had representation from high schools, community colleges, four-year universities, the business community, and the general community. 

While several respondents commented on potential ways to improve the mix of participants, no pervasive themes were noted.   Some participants called for more participation from teachers and faculty, who are the key players to bring the Standards into the classroom.  Other participants saw a need for more participation from administrators, who have the political power to disseminate the Standards throughout the core of the institutions. 

Interestingly, some respondents saw the level of representative sent to the meetings as a sign of the institutional priority placed on the Project.  For instance, one respondent at the secondary level explained that she wished the administrators from her district were involved because having their buy-in would make it would be much easier to implement the Standards district-wide.  Others wanted to see more participation by policy-level organizations, demonstrating that they were committed to the process.

“More people at more levels need to be…brought into the discussions.  I don’t know if the Council of College Presidents is fully aware.  I don’t have a sense that the folks at the top value what we’re doing.”

– 2-year college instructor

“[We should] work with top-level curriculum directors and superintendents so that this work is recognized across the state as a document that guides what happens in 11th and 12th grade.”

– Secondary math program manager

A few individuals suggested that they would like to see heavier involvement from the four-year institutions.  Respondents also stated that the Project needed more representation from elementary schools, people outside math departments, and the general community.  One participant suggested that the process of designing the Standards could have been smoother if there was more involvement by recognized leaders in math education. 

As mentioned above, while the broad mix of participants was seen as a strength of the Project, it was also a weakness because the same participants did not attend each meeting, making it difficult to reach consensus.  A few participants suggested changes to address this issue: setting up a “basic set of people” who would attend each meeting or creating a steering committee.  

“Mostly, the participants have volunteered so I wonder if it might be a good time to almost create a steering committee of targeted people who can pull in other people who may not know or have the time to get engaged…to move away from the ‘we want people who are willing to invest their time’…to add to it some targeted participation from people who, regionally or by their position in their institution, could add a lot.”






– 2-year college administrator

Participant Cooperation

Interview question:  How well have Project participants worked together?  

All of the respondents reported that the participants have worked well together.  They described the participants as passionate and sincere.  The meetings contained heated discussions that participants described as “productive” and “healthy”.  Some typical responses included the following:  

“Excellent.  It’s been wonderful.  We’ve had our little quarrels, but they’ve been really productive and positive dialogues.”






– 2-year college instructor

“I think extremely well.  I think it was a very sincere bunch who really know of the problems in this area and were very sincere about solving some of the problems.  And sometimes that leads to hot discussions, but that’s OK.”






– 4-year college instructor

Some of the respondents stated that due in part to the inclusive process and the good working relationships that developed among participants, they found that there was more common ground than they had initially expected.  One respondent made the point that it was nice that the meetings and events gave the participants enough time together to get past the stereotypes.

“I think they worked together pretty well, if a bit loud at times.  In the first meetings, the passion was flowing and flowing hard.  In a way we’ve been surprised at how much common ground there is.”






– 2-year college instructor

 “I think that we have grown to work together.  At first it was difficult.  We had some in-depth conversations, and I heard people say that they didn’t know if they could go to another meeting.  But those who stuck around found that we’re all passionate about what we do, and we have different perspectives, but foundationally we’re the same.  It’s all about student learning.  When we stay away from blaming, we get a lot of work done.”






– High school math consultant

Communication

Interview question:  How effective has the Project been in ensuring communication among participants?  

In general, the respondents were satisfied with the communication that took place between the project directors and the participants and among the participants at the meetings.  If there was one point of weakness mentioned, it was the communication among participants outside of meetings. 

“During the meetings it’s excellent; it’s when we go back to our schools…it’s marginal at times because meeting over telephone is harder.  It’s hard because somebody has to travel to make it to the meeting.”






– 2-year college instructor

“I don’t think there was much communication [outside of meetings].  There’s been a lot of emails and announcements from John but not networking the people who had gotten together.” 



– 4-year college instructor

Most respondents stated that the website, listservs, and emails were well utilized to ensure that all participants were updated with the progress of the Project.  The respondents who used the webpage said that it was an excellent source of information; however, many also noted that these technology-based approaches could not substitute for the face-to-face communication they enjoyed during the meetings.

The Project Institutes were viewed by participants as an excellent tool for facilitating communication outside of regular meetings.   Indeed, respondents explained that the length of time participants spent together at the institutes led to a comfort level that allowed them to participate in email and telephone conversations.  A high school math consultant explained that “face-to-face meetings are essential.” She continued, “I couldn’t have participated in the email conversations if I hadn’t already met people face-to-face.  I would have been too uncertain, too untrusting.”

Some respondents reported that they were kept abreast of the entire project, whether or not they were involved with each part of it, but other respondents explained that they would have liked more information, especially about the demonstration projects. 

One point of confusion that was mentioned by a few respondents was the difficulty in keeping the various drafts of the Standards document straight: knowing which draft was the most current and which drafts had been modified and given to other groups.  Other participants were more sanguine about the iterations of the Standards.  As one four-year college instructor explained, “I knew if I waited long enough…[the latest version of the Standards] would surface.”

Leadership & Coordination

Interview question:  Do you think that the project directors have provided effective leadership and coordination?

Bill Moore and John House received high marks for their leadership and coordination of the Project from all respondents.   They also acknowledged that the broad base of participants was a sign of good leadership. 

John’s logistical support and his effectiveness in keeping the Project moving forward was acknowledged and appreciated, as well as Bill’s skill in facilitating the discussions and helping the participants reach consensus.

“I feel that one of the huge strengths [of the project directors] is their ability to set the stage and give us meaningful tasks and give us an agenda that gives us ways to have the conversations we need to have.”






– 2-year college instructor

“Absolutely.  They bit off a chunk that was doable and took direction from those involved in the process when other pieces became something of interest.  They’ve been great at keeping people involved and getting more people involved.  I know how hard that is.”






– High school math consultant

While the respondents were pleased with the project leadership thus far, a few of the respondents mentioned that they think that the Project is now at a point where a more direct leadership style could be useful, especially as it moves into the next phase of work.

“I think this is the point, where we go into Phase 2, for a little stronger, more directed leadership: someone who can effectively sum up what we’ve done, communicate it, and say ‘our next steps are’ and ask for input for prioritizing those...  I think they’re still in an evolving process-oriented leadership, but I think there also has to be some kind of person who stands up and says, ‘this is where we’ve been and where we’re going.’”






– 2-year college instructor

Quality & Usefulness of Accomplishments

Interview question:  How would you describe the quality and usefulness of the Project’s accomplishments so far?

Respondents were very complementary about the quality of the work completed by the Project to-date.   They were also hopeful that the products would prove to be useful once they were implemented.   In general, the responses to this open-ended question centered on three main topics: 

· the Standards

· the events, 

· the 11th and  12th Grade Level Expectations. 

1. The Standards  

Overall, respondents are pleased with the quality of the Standards, reporting that they have a “well-targeted level of specificity” and are “thoughtful”.  Only one respondent reported concerns with the quality of the Standards.  She said that the Standards are fine now but that they were more powerful at the beginning of the process before they were “watered down”.

A number of respondents mentioned that they were pleased with the inclusion of the section on student attributes; they suggested that those would be especially useful to all students going on to college, whether or not they take a math class.  Some of the respondents mentioned that they have already started to use the attributes portion of the Standards, with positive results.  For instance, one respondent reported that her two-year college has started to incorporate the attributes portion of the Standards into orientation materials for Running Start students and parents.  She said that they have found it to be “very valuable”.  Another instructor has made the attributes portion of the Standards into a self-assessment test that she gives her students and the beginning and end of the quarter.

Since the Standards have not yet been implemented on a large scale, respondents were hesitant to speak to their usefulness.  However, respondents saw a lot of promise in them.  If the outreach and implementation are executed well, many respondents stated that the Standards would be “incredibly useful”. 

“I think they’re great.  The work is full.  It’s going to be incredibly useful to this state if they do all the things they should around communication.”






– 2-year college administrator

“They’re going to be exceptionally useful.  I think that for the first time, some of the high school teachers are going to see that some of these colleges are interested in students who have better skills and are not just able to compute.”






– High school math consultant
2. The Events  

Respondents had very positive feedback on the events.  They were especially pleased with the caliber of the speakers, the inclusion of a broad base of participants, and the length of time that they had to work together.   As one secondary-level administrator put it: “Summer academies – the quality’s been very high, and they’ve been useful just to have those initial conversations and create the network and connections between K-12 and higher education.”

However, one two-year college instructor mentioned that while she has been generally pleased with the quality of other events, she was disappointed in the placement summit because she wished that there was more time.   As she noted:  “I was a little disappointed in the placement event because everyone was rushed.  The people presenting didn’t have enough time; a lot of us had a lot more questions.  We could have used twice the time we had.”

3. The Grade Level Expectations (GLE’s)  

Only a few respondents discussed the quality and usefulness of the 11/12 GLE’s, and their reviews were mixed.  Some respondents stated that they were pleased with the GLE’s while others were unsure about their usefulness. 

“The GLE’s were very important because they start to get into the details.  When I look at what we’re asking our students to do, it has face validity to me.”






– 4-year college administrator

“The 11/12 GLE’s: I’m still unsure as to their purpose and usefulness.  They were supposed to be about taking the Standards and formatting them to be more like the K-10 GLE’s, but to me it’s fuzzy that there should be these two documents, and helping the teachers to understand the differences between them and why we have two will be tough.”






– Secondary-level administrator 

Future Focus

Interview question:  Looking towards the future of the Project, what should the focus be?

By an overwhelming margin, the two most common topical themes in response to this question were: implementation and placement test alignment.  Suggestions for future focus within these topics were extremely diverse and often conflicting.  Nonetheless, the varied and detailed suggestions for future focus demonstrated that the respondents were very invested in the success of the Project.  

1. Implementation

A majority of the respondents spoke about issues surrounding implementation.  They had a variety of suggestions about implementation approaches and about related elements such as professional development, instructional change, and evaluation.  Some of the themes surrounding communication challenges also appeared in response to this question, as respondents stated that the future focus should be on disseminating the information about the Project statewide as well as infusing the Standards deeply into educational institutions.  

While there were a variety of suggestions on how to implement the Standards, there was unanimity on the importance of implementation for the Project to achieve its goals.  Respondents were concerned that if the Project was not funded and continued through the implementation phase, students would lack a valuable tool and the work thus far would be wasted. 

“It’s time to make sure that a copy gets to every high school teacher and student’s hands.  It’s very much an equity issue.  It’s not fair for a student who’s not aware of these standards to compete in my classroom with a student who has known since he was a freshman.” 

– Four-year college math instructor 

“I think a genuine implementation push is crucial.  It won’t do us any good to get another set of standards to put on the shelf.  If we don’t get teachers actually involved in using them, it’s a waste of time.” 

– Policy-level respondent

There were a variety of suggestions of implementation methods, and no one approach surfaced as dominant.  Some respondents saw the need for statewide outreach; others stated that implementing the Standards in select districts first would be more effective; and some respondents took the middle ground and suggested large-scale demonstration projects.  Those who lobbied for statewide implementation efforts had suggestions such as having the governor send a letter to all eighth grade students/parents in the state.

“The top down approach is crucial to success: working with OSPI, SBCTC, the HECB…”






– 2-year college instructor

Respondents who suggested starting with a few selected districts had the point of view that it is better to “go deep instead of broad.” As one four-year college math instructor stated, “You can’t do one teacher in a school; you have to do the [entire] math department.” Respondents suggested that it would be more influential to start implementation in a few districts, evaluate the small-scale implementation areas, and then use the research results to spark implementation across the state. 

“Phase 2 is excellent as it’s being set up because when there’s grassroots involvement, people own it and are more involved.  It’s all based on local needs; that’s what we know will be more effective.”






– High school math consultant
Some respondents focused on becoming “more connected between the different sectors in each district.” One respondent with this viewpoint suggested that all the counties throughout the state should bring together their districts and higher education and “give them specific tasks about aligning Standards with curriculum.” Another respondent suggested that the focus should be on “linking high school and college counselors as well as instructors and administrators.”

Other respondents proposed that the future focus should center on developing formalized connections between institutions that would motivate people to implement the Standards.  A high school math consultant explained that formalizing these connections would help motivate high school teachers to implement the Standards effectively:

“We have high schools and districts very interested in answering the question ‘why do we want to be involved in this?’ If you pass the WASL and continue with college standards then shouldn’t you be able to bypass a college entrance exam for math? That seems to be something that’s often coming up with the high school people we talk to: they want an automatic placement into a college level math course.  That’s the ballgame for them.  High school teachers want to know that if they implement these standards that it’s meaningful.  The last thing that they want to do is step back from what they’ve been doing and still have students test back into remedial classes.” 

The suggestions of formalized connections include the following:

· Incorporate the Standards into the statewide curriculum

· Incorporate the Standards into the GLE’s

· Incorporate the Standards into the Intercollegiate Relations Council (ICRC) Direct Transfer Agreement Standards

· Provide students with some special consideration if they pass the math WASL and adhere to the Standards (perhaps automatic placement into college-level math, a certificate, or a different college math placement test)

· Advocate for legislative changes in the required number of years of high school math and providing the budget to cover extra instructors

· Make the Standards “the centerpiece to education reform”

After implementing the Standards, some respondents suggested that the focus should be on evaluation: evaluating the students to show the results of the Standards, and evaluating the Standards themselves.  One respondent suggested evaluating the entering freshmen in 2006 and 2008 and looking for progress.  Another respondent proposed creating a process to drive feedback on the Standards into the second iteration.  

2. Placement Test Alignment

The second main theme of the responses to this question was placement test alignment.  There was some disagreement between respondents on this issue.  Some saw it as absolutely imperative while others were more hesitant, citing concerns about academic and institutional freedom.   As one two-year college instructor stated, “I’m hesitant to having a cookie-cutter statewide test.” 

The respondents in favor of aligning the placement tests with the Standards said that it would be difficult to implement the Standards without aligning the placement tests because high school teachers would ask “why should we use this if you’re still going to test on the stuff I used to teach?” They suggested researching off-the-shelf tests that could be used as-is or be modified to meet Washington-specific needs. 

Conclusion

The most consistent, compelling and notable finding of this evaluation is that respondents were very positive in their remarks about the Project.  In particular, they appreciated the open communication across educational sectors that allowed them to find common ground.  Respondents were uniform in their appreciation for project leaders providing space and time for face-to-face communications, to which they attached great value, personally and professionally.   They lauded the quality of the Standards, which they view as well-conceived and relevant, and they have high expectations of their usefulness after implementation.  Furthermore, they praised the events as being well-organized with speakers of high caliber.

In general, respondents found that the Project goals were clear, the correct stakeholders were at the table, participants worked well together, communication was well facilitated, and that the Project was generally well coordinated.

In short, the overall tenor of the responses was extremely positive, and it is worth pointing out to the project leaders, participants and other stakeholders that this formative evaluation did not detect any issues that suggest any major flaws in the overall design or conduct of the Project.   Indeed, to the extent that participants did identify areas for improvement, they were usually offered in a supportive, constructive fashion.

In many thematic areas, respondents offered conflicting opinions, viewing them both as strengths of the Project and areas needing improvement.  One of the themes that included the most ambivalent responses was the process used to generate the Standards.   This theme surfaced in many conversations and in relation to many different interview questions.

On the positive side, respondents appreciated the open and inclusive nature of the process.  For instance, one of the respondents noted that when she spoke to people outside the Project, it was nice that she could invite them to participate, even though they would be joining in at the middle of the process.  Another respondent appreciated that all of the work, even that done in subgroups, was opened to the larger group for review.  

On the other hand, respondents also reported that they found the process repetitive and sometimes frustrating.  They explained that having a fluctuating group of attendees at the meetings led to repetition in the conversations, as new participants had to be “convinced” of points the group had already decided.  Some subgroup participants found the iterative process frustrating when they worked hard to come to a decision, only to find their decision overturned by another group. 

There seems to be tension between having a loose process that achieves consensus but may not make progress in a linear fashion and having a more tightly directed process that moves forward smoothly but excludes some participants.  It appears that the project directors weighed the advantages and disadvantages of the current process style before the Project began, and it was selected because having the input of as many stakeholders as possible (and their likely buy-in and ownership) would produce a product more likely to be successfully implemented.

Taken together, the evidence from this evaluation suggests that it may be time to review the decision-making process as the Project moves into Phase II of the Project.  About 20 percent of the respondents made suggestions such as asking for a more direct style of leadership, having a steering committee, or simply having a consistent set of people at the meetings.  While this was certainly not a majority of the respondents, it seems that there is some interest in revisiting the balance between loose and tight process/leadership styles.

Another theme that arose in response to almost every interview question was outreach and implementation.  Respondents were in agreement that it is time to start widely-disseminating information about the Project.  One of the biggest areas of concern was how to drive the usage of the Standards deeply into organizations so that they become part of the fabric of the educational process.  This finding suggests that while participants were very supportive about the overall intent of the Project and the work completed to-date, there are real concerns about the ‘on-the-ground’ implementation phase of the Project, which many respondents deem critical to long term success.
As mentioned earlier, however, there was no consistency among the specific implementation recommendations.  Some respondents favored a top-down approach while others opined that a bottom-up approach was the only sure way to success.  While the topic of implementation appeared in response to several different questions, we did not ask any questions specifically about implementation.  It is worth noting that it seems reasonable that a variety of implementation suggestions should be expected:  Respondents’ attitudes about the best ways to move the Project into implementation probably reflects, in part, the diverse mix and makeup of the participants.   Perhaps more important is that successful implementation is clearly a topic which is foremost in the minds of participants.

In the end, it seems likely that participants’ range of responses to the ‘how’ of implementation attests to their personal investment in the process and their interest in a successful future for the Project.   This is the both challenge and the opportunity for the Project as it enters the next phase of work.  A two-year college instructor explained it well:

“I just have loved being a part of this process.  My fear is that it’ll fizzle.  I think, ‘gosh we’re putting in so much work, and what happens if it just ends?’ We’re really vested in it, and we want to see it continue.”






– 2-year college instructor 

Appendix A: Protocol

Transitions Math Project

Survey Protocol

Introduction

Hello, this is (Name) from Washington State University.   I’m calling speak with you about the evaluation of the Transitions Math Project.   Is this still a good time to talk?

(If No, rescheduled date/time)______________________________

Great, thanks for agreeing to participate. WSU’s Social and Economic Sciences Research Center is conducting this study for the Transitions Math Project. The goal of the evaluation is to identify the accomplishments the TMP has achieved for Phase I of the project, to identify challenges, and to suggest recommendations for improvement. 

This phone survey may take 30-45 minutes.  Your participation is completely voluntary, and all responses will be treated confidentially.  We may use direct quotes in the final report, however all quotations will be anonymous.  You are free to not answer any questions you may find objectionable, and you can decline to participate at any time. This research has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board at WSU (IRB). If you have any questions about your rights as participants, you can contact the WSU IRB at (509) 335-9661.

Are you ready to begin?

Interview Info

	Interview Date: 
	

	Interviewee Name: 
	

	Interviewee TMP Committee/Level of Formal Participation: 
	

	Interviewee Employer: 
	

	Interviewer: 
	


Survey Topics and Questions

Background on the participant

To start with, we have a couple questions about your role in the Project.

Q1. What is your title? 

Q2. Can you talk briefly about the extent of your involvement in TMP? (For instance, participation in standards development/review, institutes, summit, etc.)

Q3. Have you had much communication about the Project with individuals who are not directly associated with the Project? (I.e. informal conversations with colleagues, students, or parents.)

General Questions

Thanks. Now I’d like to ask about the project in general before moving into some more specific topical questions.

Q4. What are your general impressions of how the Project has gone so far?

Q5. Which parts of the Project have been the most successful? Why?

Q6. Which parts of the Project have been the most challenging? Why?

Q7. What could be done to improve the Project? 

Specific Questions

The next questions go into more detail about some specific areas of the project.

Q8. How clear are the overall vision and goals of the Project?  Are there areas where greater clarity is needed?  

Q9. How effective do you believe that the current Project design is? Do you see room for improvement? In what ways? 

Q10. In your opinion, does the Project have the correct mix of participants? Are there other organizations or representatives that should be included?  Why? 

Q11. How well have Project participants worked together?  Do you have any recommendations for improvement?

Q12. How effective has the project been in ensuring communication among Project participants?  How could it be better?

Q13. Do you think that the project directors have provided effective leadership and coordination? Do you have any suggestions for improvement?

Q14. How would you describe the quality and usefulness of the Project’s accomplishments thus far? (For instance, the College Readiness Standards, 11/12 GLE’s, cross-sector events – such as the institutes and meetings, web resources, newsletter, etc.)

Q15. Among the different parts of the Project we’ve discussed today, what would you consider the biggest success? Why?

Q16. What would you consider to be the ‘top priority’ for improvement? Why?

Q17. Looking towards the future of the Project, what should the focus be? 

Q18. Do you have any other feedback on the overall project that we haven’t addressed?

EXIT: Thank you so much for your participation. The results of this should be available by March. TMP leaders will let you know how to access the report when it’s available.










� The designation of ‘policy-level organization’ refers to the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, the Higher Education Coordinating Board, the Council of Presidents, the State Board of Community and Technical Colleges, and Achieve, Inc.  


� TMP uses a team-based approach, with teams assigned responsibilities for management, development, and review.
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