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Writing a Report of Findings (Job-aid)

Methodology

The sections that follow depict the team’s process/procedures for selecting subjects, designing its survey, and collecting data.

Subjects

Subjects included [__ students enrolled in TE100A: I Want to Be a Teacher. The class represented a ___________ sample, selected because ___________.] Subjects were solicited indirectly, [via an email message directed to the course instructor, ___________.]

Instrument

Under the direction of their course instructors (Drs. Wang and Bober), team members developed a/an __-item survey in ___________, an online survey generator (see: http://________________). Because the team opted for a free version of the tool, they were limited to the features and functions available to nonsubscribers. Among the features to which the team lacked access were _________________________________________________. 

The survey was organized into __ sections.

•
Section __ focused on subject characteristics. Subjects were asked to [choose their gender, their religious affiliation, and their ___________. These attributes were chosen because ___________________________________________________________.] 

•
Section __ focused on ___________. Subjects were asked for their perceptions of ___________ [using a __-point response set that ranged from Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5). They also indicated _________________________________________.]

[CLICK HERE for a more detailed/fleshed out example of how this subsection of Methodology might be structured.]

Collecting Data

As earlier noted, subjects were recruited [via direct solicitation by Drs. Wang and Bober to the TE100A instructor. That email, appended to this report as Exhibit __, explained the survey’s purpose and the team’s overall research intent/objective. Subjects were informed of the voluntary nature of their participation and assured confidentiality. They were also given Dr. Wang and Dr. Bober’s contact information, should they have additional questions about the study itself or how results would be distributed (and to whom).] 

Data Analysis

Note: There are many ways to report survey results. 

One strategy is to report by theme—by the schema in which the items were clustered. This technique helps the report author avoid reporting item by item—a critical writing error that novice researchers tend to make. When survey results are reported item by item, there’s no sense of story. In essence, the reader is forced to make all the conceptual connections and distinguish (on his/her own) essential from nice-to-know information. 

The thematic or schema approach also helps the novice researcher add interpretive spin—to explain what he or she believes the data “mean.” Without this guidance, the reader is left adrift—not sure how to make sense of all the information. This is especially problematic when the reader is tasked with making next-steps decisions about a program or project—based on the study results. If there’s no sense of what the data “mean,” he or she is likely to make choices that aren’t really supportable—and could, indeed, harm the program or project OR those involved in it or affected by it.

[Two detailed/fleshed out examples help to illustrate how your Findings section might be structured. CLICK HERE to go to Example 1; CLICK HERE to go to Example 2.]

EXAMPLE—Methodology (instrumentation)

The survey helped to clarify results gleaned from review of the website and Student Handbook. More importantly, it allowed cohort members to provide their perceptions of the program experience--the group's first formal opportunity (after four years of study) to do so.

Each 791A researcher team developed its own set of survey questions addressing the key areas referenced earlier. Dr. Bober, the 791A professor, pooled the three sets, edited specific items (to ensure a consistent tone and structure), and the entered all data (including heading descriptions and general directions) into SurveyMonkey, an online survey generator. Members of Cohort 1 were sent a link to the survey via email, and asked to respond within the week. Respondents were given a completion time estimate of about 20 minutes; in addition, they were assured confidentiality and anonymity (meant to spur more candid feedback). 

•
The demographic section of the survey attended to gender, concentration area, and expected graduation date. 

•
The skills preparation section featured three questions, some organized into clusters. The first cluster included 14 items focused on skills acquisition--specifically, how well the program helped students develop specific aptitudes or competencies. The response set for these questions was ordinal, with five options that ranged from Extremely well (1) to Not well at all (5). In the main, these items targeted competencies associated with research and analysis, critical thinking, leadership and pertinent problems in education. The second cluster featured nine items dealing with professional aspirations. Students were asked to select up to three short-term and three long-term career goals that included options in many different disciplines or fields (e.g., lecturer or tenure track positions and administrator/program director). The last question asked students to rate how well the program prepared them for their career goals. The response set for this question also used the five-point Extremely well to Not well at all scale previously described.

•
In the section focused on influence of the cohort, respondents had two questions to answer. The first was posed in a check-all-that-apply format, calling for them to select which aspects of the cohort design most applied to them. Choices generally focused on the cohort's "emotional impact." The second cluster of five items focused on specific "activities" that characterize the cohort structure, and how often students engaged in each of them--from interacting with colleagues both inside and outside their cohort to emotional support that colleagues may have provided. The response set was organized around a five-point ordinal scale that ranged from Hardly ever (1) to Almost always (5).

•
The survey section targeting general impressions (processes/procedures) consisted of four questions, most of them organized into item clusters. The first group called for respondents to indicate the extent to which they personally applied using a five-point ordinal scale [Definitely true (1); More true than false (2); Neither true or false (3); More false than true (4); and Definitely false (5).] The second question asked respondents to rate their satisfaction level with curriculum and faculty involvement, using a five-point ordinal scale that ranged from Extremely satisfied (1) to Extremely dissatisfied (5). As elsewhere noted, the last two items were open-ended‚ calling for respondents to share any insight they could offer prospective candidates, as well as recommend changes that could benefit the program and students. 

BACK
Findings/Example 1

Section 1: Demographic Information
Of the 22 potential respondents, 10 students completed the survey--eight women and two men--for a response rate of (45 %.) The EdTech concentration was over-represented (8 of 12, or 66%), while Literacy students were underrepresented (2 of 10, or 20%). Half of the 10 respondents reporting graduating in May 2004; the others anticipate graduating no later than May 2005.

Section 2: Skills Preparation
More than 50% of the respondents believe that the program fostered development of many different skills at least reasonably well. The respondents felt that the program was strong in the areas of leadership (80%), analyzing qualitative data and generating a report of findings (90%), and identifying prominent thinkers/practitioners in their respective fields (90%). However, respondents were ambivalent relative to analyzing quantitative data and providing constructive feedback, with only 50% of the respondents providing reasonably well or higher ratings in these two areas.

As might be expected at this point in time--and given the realities of budgets--students have a variety of short- and long-term career interests. As graduates, most will gravitate to K-12 administration (4 stated it as a short-term goal, and 4 as a long-term one) and consulting (4 short-term, 8 long-term). Less popular choices included district/county superintendent (1 short-term, 1 long-term) and researcher (2 short-term, 1 long-term). Regardless of career interests, the students indicated that they feel the program did a good job preparing them for their career goals, with 80% providing reasonably well or higher ratings on this item.

Section 3: Influence of the Cohort Structure
Students have mixed feelings about the cohort model, indicating that it strongly (positively) affected some areas of their academic experience (e.g., collegial support, diversity of perspectives) but made little difference in others. To exemplify the positive view, 90% of the respondents suggested the cohort helped them feel less isolated as students. But they also indicated that the cohort had no real effect on their timeliness in turning in assignments (30%) or their study habits (20%). The cohort's influence on social connectedness was also mixed. For example, 70% indicated that they turned to colleagues frequently or almost always when stressed about school or its impact on work and life/family/outside interests. But only 60% indicated regular interactions with students outside their own concentration--and only 30% suggested they were of a social nature.

The data are interesting and certainly warrant further investigation as Cohort 2 readies for the comprehensive exam and selection of dissertation topics. For example:

*
Are the results inherent to the program, or do they reflect the individuals in this particular group?

*
Are there concentration differences that aren't detectable since Literacy was severely underrepresented?

Also complicating interpretation of the cohort impact was that students opted not to meet very often with their cohort advisors at SDSU (10%) or USD (20%). This is incongruous with how the program was promoted (in the Handbook), and may suggest some misunderstanding of key cohort attributes or characteristics.

Section 4: General Impressions (Processes/Procedures)
Overall impressions of the program are positive. A strong majority (80%) feel that their personal objectives have been reflected in the program, they are well prepared as educational professionals, and they are highly marketable. But when asked about specific program elements, perceptions varied and were far less positive/affirmative. Only 40% of the respondents agreed that the faculty and staff gave "useful" advice, and only 20% felt that the faculty and staff were able to quickly resolve program issues.

In the main, students were neither satisfied or dissatisfied with specific aspects of the program. Interesting to note, however, is that less than 50% of the respondents were satisfied with access to information on policies and procedures, opportunities to participate in conferences, access to technology, and exposure to diverse points of view. Students were even less satisfied with the career advising they received (20% indicated satisfaction), their academic advising (only 10% were satisfied), and their opportunities to attend conferences. There was even ambivalence about faculty support and overall rigor of the curriculum.

Interpreting the Findings
The low response rate and overrepresentation of EdTech students makes it difficult for the evaluators to report clear trends. Item variance was high on several items—suggesting mixed feelings about/feelings toward many program elements. Also contributing to data limitations is the unique nature of each student's experience.

The open-ended responses, however, do shed some light on the personal experiences that contributed to overall program perceptions. Most respondents eagerly recommended the program, suggesting that the cohort model is a great way to earn a doctorate and that now is a good time to apply to the program. But, others have reservations; one frustrated student complained that USD instructors do not understand what EdTech is while another suggested that the program is best suited to those interested in educational administration.

When prompted to express what changes they would make, respondents were quite forthcoming with their ideas for modifying/revising certain program elements. One felt that the nature and rigor of research performed warrant students earning a Ph.D. (rather than an Ed.D). Others focused on the courses themselves, pointing out areas that need serious reexamination. Most unpopular was the dissertation proposal course, which one student felt was ill-timed (offered too early in the program, before students were prepared for it), and thus an utter waste and extraordinarily frustrating.

Many systemic issues were discussed as well. Because these students were part of the first cohort group to pass through the program, many policies were not fully in place; some even changed after the program had begun. One student expressed problems that also challenged many of his/her classmates:

The directors of this program need to stop being wishy-washy on policies. Many many times (and I understand this had to do with being the first) they would say one thing and then change. An example was stating that we could satisfy a qual by presenting at a conference. Many counted on that including myself then they changed their minds. UGGGGG!!!!!!

While it was difficult to interpret meaningful trends from the quantitative data, the insights offered by the scaled and open-ended responses are valuable. Administration, faculty and curriculum developers will be able to incorporate the findings of this case study into future plans for the program, thus ensuring a stronger, more competitive and successful Ed.D. program.
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Findings/Example 2

The survey results provided insight into students' perceptions of the program, including, academic rigor, preparedness for professional goals, competencies gained as a result of the JDP, the cohort model, and ways to improve the program for future enrollees. They also provided some insight into career plans. The 45% response rate (10 of 22) was disproportionate, however, with eight representing EdTec and only two Literacy.

Career Plans
The JDP is designed to prepare professionals who can create effective learning environments and responsible social policy (JDP Handbook, 2004) and it has indeed attracted students who are planning for careers that characterize these outcomes.  In fact, the group was evenly split, with one half specifically indicating short- or long-term career goals best termed nonacademic (program/project manager outside the school setting) and the other half mentioning academic positions exclusively.  Interesting to note is that half of the respondents included consultant as a short-term career goal but 80% as a long-term objective. The team believes this change indicates awareness on their part that an effective consultant must accumulate some real-world experience, in addition to advanced degrees.

Academic Rigor and Preparedness for the Future
Students seem to believe that the program better prepared them for careers within (rather than outside) academia. The 70% considering a long-term career in academics felt their personal goals and objectives reflect the program's mission whereas only 60% of the nonacademics responded similarly. Additionally, all of the academics felt that the JDP prepared them for their particular career goals--as compared to 30% of the non-academics. (In fact, 20% of this group selected one of the lowest options, Not particularly well.)  About 80% of the academics also expressed general satisfaction with the overall curriculum while 80% of the nonacademics were generally dissatisfied--with much of their displeasure directed toward the career or other advising they received. (Note that most students in both concentrations took objection to the advising they received with 70% providing less than satisfied ratings.)

How Students See Themselves
The fact that 80% of each group felt well prepared as educational professionals and 90% of the respondents, across the board, felt highly marketable does suggest that the JDP is preparing future leaders in education. But these perceptions are at odds with the cluster of items earlier reported--as well as feelings of readiness to tackle educational problems. In fact, 80% of the nonacademics and 20% of the academics responded that the program did not foster their ability to deal with today's critical learning issues.

Competencies as a Result of the JDP
The authors also examined student perceptions of the skill sets gained while in the JDP. Over half (60%) of the respondents indicated that the program fostered their ability to analyze qualitative data, search for and synthesize relevant literature, identify prominent thinkers, and think critically. On the other hand, they indicated that the program did not fully foster their ability to analyze quantitative data (50%), work in different settings (40%), or provide constructive feedback to others (50%).

The Cohort Model
Respondents felt that the cohort model was a great way to earn a doctorate and that the strengths of the program included a strong faculty (some who are world-renown) and a strong literacy and learning concentration.

There are many indications that students realized some of the advantages of the cohort model but often more as a result of natural tendencies than because of any particular push from the program design or implementation. For example, over 60% of the responding students suggested that the program did not foster their ability to provide constructive feedback to others.

The respondents seemed to feel, however, that the program design ensured they had collegial support (80%), enabled them to see issues through multiple lenses (80%), and helped them feel less isolated as students (90%). On the other hand, only 20% felt that the cohort design positively affected their study habits and only 30% felt that it spurred their desire to complete all requirements in a timely way.

In support of the program's emphasis on preparing students for careers in the educational field, 80% of the academics felt that the program's cohort design provided opportunities to establish and grow professional connections, whereas only 20% of the nonacademics felt the same way.

When asked about how often they engaged in activities related to the cohort model, not one student felt s/he met with the SDSU or USD cohort adviser any more frequently than sometimes. The vast majority of students reported that faculty encouraged them to build collegial relationships and they overwhelmingly turned to their colleagues when anxious or stressed about school, but reported that they didn't interact socially with students in a concentration other than their own any more often than sometimes.

Students were not at all satisfied with the academic advising they received or the career advising and/or development they received.

Improving the Program for Future Enrollees
The program's problems, as identified by respondents, focused mainly on faculty and included some suggestions for improvement:

*
Many faculty members were unfamiliar with educational technology, some not even using e-mail or a course website. 

*
The Educational Technology professors need to concentrate more on engaging students at coursework levels above those typically found at the master's level.

*
More time is needed to develop relationships with faculty, as many of the faculty members seem unapproachable and there is a lack of faculty mentoring.

*
There is high turnover among administrators--contributing to policy inconsistencies.

*
Directors of the program provide no direction.

Respondents had only praise for faculty in the Literacy concentration, complimenting them for being engaging, for discussing ideas, providing direction, organizing their coursework, and offering professional presentations that were oriented around student goals.

Respondents, both academic and nonacademic, recommended that the overall program provide more direction for writing, APA instruction, and rubrics for grading. They mention that there is little or no feedback on assignments and few papers are returned in a timely fashion. Additionally, they recommend substantial changes in the Dissertation Proposal course, such as expanding the course to three units instead of the current two, adding meaningful assignments, changing its place in the course sequence to later in the program, and including additional class meetings with the professor.

In relation to the overall rigor of the program, a few respondents suggested that the universities award a Ph.D. as opposed to the Ed.D. due to the amount of work and program requirements.

Respondents recommended that program policies be determined in a timely fashion and that directors become firm in policy-making decisions. Two respondents commented, for example, that the qualifying exam policy--specifically, in regard to presenting at a conference--was changed after the fact. Overall, there needs to be improved communications between the universities. Additionally, respondents recommended the program provide updated written communications in the form of the handbook, as their copy is old and outdated.

When asked what advice they'd give to potential students wondering whether or not to apply to the program, respondents recommended individuals gain support from family and friends, learn the value of independent learning, possess strong writing skills, and take advanced methodology courses.

Because students were asked to respond as they are completing the degree, they have had no time to develop some distance and gain perspective or reflect on their experience. In time, their perceptions might change--e.g., become more or less positive depending (in part) on how well they meet their career objectives.
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