Chapter 12 Preparing and Evaluating Project Outcomes and then Assessing the Learning Achieved
Key points
This chapter will address how you should determine the form, nature and context of the outcomes you specify will emerge from your work based project. These outcomes are essential objectives of a work based project and they must be feasible, actionable, measurable and credible. A clear specification for the outcomes makes their evaluation simpler as they can be tested against organizational and, where appropriate, academic criteria. In many cases the two sets of criteria are similar in intent, but different in focus; the academic are used to assess learning achieved and are usually assessed against practical outcomes concerning the reliability of a solution to an organizational problem.

Outcomes from work based projects

The outcomes of the project are critical in work based learning.  Below is an example of the thinking of a work based student.

	Further realization has been about the dissemination of the material. I have been nervous all the way through about the fact that it has all been done in one part of the organization and therefore may not be representative enough to take out into other organizations. However, I have managed, without consciously trying, to mitigate this risk. By using an external peer to review the work it helped me be confident that it feels relevant to other organizations. As a result I have started a very informal presentation of the findings. By talking informally to people about my research project before it is ready I have created a pull in the organization rather than having to push it into various forums. I hadn’t consciously tried to do this, but it has made me realize that by identifying risks early my subconscious has worked hard to find ways of mitigating them on my behalf. In future I will do more thorough risk analysis of projects to make sure I give my subconscious the best chance.


An outcome from the project is not an afterthought; let’s be clear about that. It is a manifestation of the research work that has been undertaken within the workplace project and is an essential part. Outcomes are embedded, grounded and nested in the research which explores the workplace or professional issue that comprises your research project. The outcomes are the natural progress of your project, as the conclusion of your project often marks your arrival at your learning goals. We talk more about how to present these outcomes to stakeholders in the next chapter, but here we want to consider the various forms outcomes may take and to what purpose they may be put. 
Outcomes are considered at the beginning of your project, not tacked on at the end. Before writing your project, you need to articulate clearly what it is you want to achieve and establish how you will know when you have achieved it. Project outcomes are the changes that occur and the impact of your having conducted the project. Establishing outcomes at the outset of your plan will enable you to:

· Define your goals for the research project 

· Focus the results of the research project 

· Evaluate the results and quantify the extent to which the project achieved its goal, and
· Be accountable to your organization, the community and funding bodies.

An outcome can be tangible, both physical and quantifiable, such as a prototype of a product or a work of art. Alternatively, it can be intangible, such as an increase in intellectual capital, as in property rights. In preparation for the research project and to help define useful outcomes for stakeholders you might consider convening a stakeholder workshop. Its purpose is to list the relevant outcomes from the project from the point of view of stakeholders other than yourself. Indeed, as part of the development and negotiation of a meaningful learning agreement the stakeholder meeting has great value as it ensures that expectations are clear for all parties at the inception of the project. Having developed these outcomes and established their relevance to the project and to the organization, they can be prioritized for each stakeholder and used to structure and then finalize the project. You gain a clearer focus on the project’s usefulness and it is a way to validate your outcomes with all the stakeholders. 

To help in the development and the definition of outcomes that so that they are workable we recommend a process termed the BBRDR model. This considers how the resultant outcomes match the ‘who’ or the ‘what’ in the following:
Benefits

What are the benefits the outcome will provide? This helps focus the research process. Moreover, it will form the production of the outcomes according to their evaluation criteria (see below).
Beneficiaries 

Who are the people who benefit from the outcome? An understanding of who they are will enable you to comprehend the politics and power relationships of the project. It will also help you steer the project’s other ethical research dimensions.
Roles

The outcomes may be produced by you or a team, but to be implemented by others they will usually need your help. A clear understanding of who does what with the outcomes within the community of practice for which they are designed makes them more effective and ensures that the evaluation of your work is fair and appropriate.

Dependencies 

It is vital to be clear upon what the outcomes depend. If factors of an outcome for which you wish to claim credit are beyond your control, for instance the allocation of resources, then specify the extent in the research project. Instead of claiming that the outcome is the development of a new location for a manufacturing plant, it is more prudent to define the outcome as that of making recommendations which are acceptable to the company’s board. This does not necessitate the recommendations being actioned by the board for your claim to be justified.
Risks

Dependency is just one of the risks to delivering the assigned outcomes. Job losses, closing down of the research project or a change in your own priorities can all impair your ability to deliver. These risks need to be assessed and contingencies developed to ensure that what you say will indeed be delivered.
The outcomes need to motivate and activate others; they are the result of a research project inquiring into a pragmatic problem and are to be used to solve it. Outcomes may take one or multiple forms, for they reflect the problem being investigated and the nature and context of the solution. They represent potential ways of evaluation. They do not deal with the learning process of the project which in future we will term assessment of learning experiences: see below.

Books – These may be academic, professional or for general consumption. If an independent publisher agrees to publish your books – that is, you don’t pay for its publication – this in itself is a recommendation of its worth.

Academic papers and trade publications – These are vetted as being of appropriate quality for a target audience. They carry the reputation of the journal or magazine and, as such, may form very acceptable evidence of outcomes of the project.

Reports – These would normally be commissioned by a member of the learning agreement and be intended to inform and have the potential to lead to change.

Recommendations – Often accompanying a report, a set of recommendations specifies what should be done. It carries the authority of the author, based on the credibility of the research. If this is within the remit of the learning agreement, recommendations can also be published to wider audiences.

Training courses – Taking and actioning the findings of a project might not be strategically in the control of the researcher. However, if one of the outcomes from the recommendations is to change something, to educate or to restrict, evidence that a training programme has been designed and delivered to achieve this is a strong indicator of the value ascribed to the research project by stakeholders to the learning agreement. They are lending it their reputation and often their resources.

Curriculum innovation development – The subsequent acceptance of a proposed curriculum indicates trust in the outcome and faith in the creators.
Prototypes – If the project is to design a tangible product, create a formula or write prototype software, provide evidence that the potential can be realized. 
Framework and model – In coaching, for instance, the development of an approach or model to assist professional practice is an ideal outcome, as it directly benefits the profession.

Works of art – These are notoriously difficult to evaluate. To those whose professional opinions are valued, works of art may engender the same level of confidence as more conventional outcomes.

New polices, procedures and guidelines – Proposing the adoption of recommendations from research to direct the future of the profession or an organization may form a worthwhile outcome.

Health and fitness programmes – Anything with a wider, national or international audience that might need endorsement and then dissemination may prove a worthy outcome. Trying to stipulate actual, changed behaviour is not wise, for this is beyond the control of the devised programme and its authors.

Website construction – Where interactive dissemination of findings and e-commerce opportunities are important to the research project, website design, construction and evaluation can prove important outcomes for a research project.

Criteria for evaluation of outcomes 

Outcomes are identified at the proposal stage of your project and should be made known to all the stakeholders. Most importantly, the stakeholder should have the criteria to evaluate these outcomes (see section on differences between assessment and outcomes). These criteria need to be negotiated at the same time as the other elements of the learning agreement such as access, withdrawal from the research site and voluntary participation of research subjects. Not to agree these at the beginning of the project can lead to misunderstanding, disappointment and frustration. What each party took to be the consensus form of the outcome could end up different for each stakeholder. For example, if I expected as an outcome a recommendation for the re-engineering of my factory floor processes, with a detailed map, a timetable and estimated disruption times, I would be disappointed if I received a report discussing the effect of colour on workers’ ability to concentrate at their machines! Although both would be valuable to my operation, only one would be what was expected.

The criteria for evaluation reflect the objectives to which the outcome relates and will vary according to the nature of the stakeholders’ interest. For instance, if the work based project is to lead to an academic award, a set of learning outcomes might need to be evident in the outcome to satisfy the conditions of the award. Of course, the outcome will not represent the learning outcomes, for that is not its purpose; its part is the important role of offering evidence of learning criteria. Table 12.1 offers a number of project titles with outcomes and forms of evaluation.

Evaluation of the outcomes can take various forms, depending mainly on the needs of the interested parties, as indicated in Table 12.1. The following are just suggestions and need to be related to your project’s specific needs in effecting change in your work community, professional group or on a wider policy issue.
Evaluation
Evaluating the work presented is all about finding out if it is of adequate quality, rigour and practical significance to satisfy and validate the achievement of the research project for the organizational and academic stakeholders. This should not take place when presenting the outcomes; at an early stage the requirements should be converted into criteria against which the work presented can be objectively evaluated. 
Before continuing, we should distinguish between our usage of the terms ‘evaluation’ and ‘assessment’. Assessment refers to information and judgment about individual student learning, and we discuss it in the next section. Evaluation, on the other hand, is about gaining information and making judgements on the actual outcomes of that learning in terms of the effectiveness of the project’s artefacts in matching the goals set out in the learning agreement. For instance, when we undertake a training course we are often asked to complete an evaluation form of the course which includes:
· What was the quality of the classroom?
· Was it organized well?

· Were the lecturers’ presentations up to standard?

These are questions of evaluation. If the object of the survey is to assess the learning that has taken place the questionnaire would talk more in terms of:
· Has the learning objective been achieved?

· Was the course effective for the learners?

· What were the learning benefits?

Thus the critical evaluation questions relate to evaluating what, why and for whom. To answer these, we will use the same process we used to construct the outcomes. By using the BBRDR model we can compile an evaluation matrix of how the outcomes satisfy stakeholders to the project. To make the issue a little easier, let us assume there are three primary stakeholders, that is, signatories to the learning agreement. (Of course, there are likely to be more; the research participants, the workers and the community, but the three chosen will act as an example.)
Assessment of work based learning

As Murdoch (2004) has discussed, there has been considerable reluctance within the work based learning community to move towards a formal assessment system for work based learning – one that would stand up to close scrutiny. This is partly because of the perceived difficulties of achieving valid, reliable and comparable assessments, given the complex interactions of human, social, technical and practical processes in the workplace. To some extent this has been overcome by seeking evidence that can be assessed by clear criteria. Taylor (2008) suggests that, as a mode of learning, work based learning is centred on reflection about work practices and about the process of learning, and is more process-oriented than classroom-based learning, with stronger elements of action and problem solving. Brodie and Irving (2007) have developed an important and useful set of pedagogical principles in relation to work based learning that, they argue, work based learners themselves sought to know. These are shown in Table 12.2.

There are, of course, various ways in which these processes can be revealed in order that they may be assessed. We favour general learning criteria which judge on the basis of the demonstrated academic level of the research project’s learning component. The mechanism for recognizing these revealed skills and experiences is professional judgement informed by level descriptors relating to the contextualized outcomes of learning. These descriptors are something between occupational standards and academic level descriptors. Moreover, these standards are applied to learning that you, the holder of these learnt experiences, determine. That is, they respond to what is intended to be shown and ask what is the evidence and how it builds into an architecture of learning to inform those unfamiliar with the actual learning, so they understand. Such an approach allows generic descriptors to be used; interpreted for each project, they also retain a stand on intra-project quality.
A practical example of these descriptors in UK higher education is provided in Table 12.3. These are currently used by the Institute of Work Based Learning at Middlesex University to judge the learning experience and achievement of professional doctorate students. Similar descriptors at the appropriate level are used for the work based learning Masters and undergraduate level programmes.


Awarding credit based on individual, experiential learning within the work based project is recognized as the fundamental to the awards (Doncaster, 2000) because they centralize, you, the individual. That is, the award is individually focussed and negotiated, thus concentrating on your own personal set of skills, knowledge and abilities, and your learning. Finding criteria by which to judge these unique characteristics is no simple task and the complex assessment process for this, which involves understanding claims from the claimants’ perspective, has been outlined elsewhere (Armsby et al., 2006). 
The criteria fall into three categories; knowledge and understanding, cognitive skills and practical skills. These represent three perspectives. Knowledge and understanding are facts, information, conceptual interpretations and so on that can be known; cognitive skills are what a person needs to have in order to effectively process that which is known; and, finally, practical skills enable the user to put into practice the knowledge that has been personally processed. Clearly, there is overlap in these abilities; thinking, being and acting must come together and synthesize in experiences. Claims unpick what is known, how it is known and evidence what has been achieved using that knowledge and personal skill. This explicit depiction of personal experience is empowering, as it recognizes the individual as a whole; thoughts, feelings and actions.
Any learning experiences can be assessed against these criteria and some will be more important than others for specific experiences. Work and experience imply action or practical application; hence practical skills are important in the assessment of work based learning and provide a convenient platform for recognizing achievement. However, it is the range of criteria and the unique expression of experiences synthesizing these criteria that provide a powerful tool for recognizing individuals’ specific and personal knowledge, being, action and learning. The use of this form of explicit assessment criteria allows not only the functionality of your learning to be revealed, but also helps to describe the epistemology and ontology of your practice. 
Concluding comments

In this chapter we have shown that outcomes are central to the successful evaluation of a work based project. We have distinguished assessment from evaluation, stating that evaluation applies to outcomes, and assessment to the learning process that creates the outcomes. Both are important, but have higher priority depending upon which stakeholder to the learning agreement you happen to be. 
Discussion questions
1. Why do we need to evaluate workplace learning explicitly?

2. Discuss a range of outcomes and consider the most appropriate form of evidence for each.  Can one piece of evidence be used for different outcomes?

3. Discuss the difference between evaluation and assessment.
4. Why is it critical to develop clear outcomes before the research is undertaken?
5. Can defining outcomes before the research influence the research process?  Is this a problem for workplace research?
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