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A .
. DEFINIfIG RIGOR AND RELEVANCE IN™ '
VOCATIONAL EDUCATION EVALUATION '

/ B » .
The termd 'rigor' and 'relevance' most often surface in discussions of

methodelogical adequacy. ' 1f they have a 'classical' meaning, then, mpst
"likely, the phrase 'rigor vertus relevance' refers to the trageoffs involved

in designing an‘experiment that has both high internal validity {(rigor) and

hifh external validity (relevance) (Campbell and Stanley, 1966). Withan the

context of the current methodological ‘debate, these two terms have been

*

used. in a rather general way to chargcterize the differences between 'hard’

data and traditional, scientific, or quantitative methodology which is”

r1goTous and 'soft’' darta and, less conventional, naturalistic, or qualitativg

-

methodology which is relevant. '

. ¢ ’ I3 —-“ -’
"I initially intended to i1nvestigate vocational education evaluation -

models, methods, and frameworks in view of thear treatment of, these two

dimensions of methoddlogical adequacy.' Yet, attempts to clarify the.meaning
of the terms '‘rigor] and 'relevance’ revealed that they have an epistemeclogical

Kence, iq what follows,-I propose a more expanded analysis of rigor and

T

L
as well as a methodetogical meaning.

relevance. [Four distinct, though interrelated, notions of rigor and relevance

k4 -
1 - L

, ological relevance, and methodological rigor. Each is explained and an attempt

are identified: episﬁemologicaf relevance, epistemological rigor, method-

- Fl

is made to 1llustrate the treatméﬁ% of each in the literature on vocational

education evaluatlon. The éaper concludes with a discussion of the need to

» Fl

. further investigate each dimension. .
¢ ’ L
. , ,
‘ . ~
- . . < ;
. . »
. - ) t

i
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Defining Rigor and Relevance

/, -

ﬁbgioal-and conceptual analysis of the notions of rigor and relevance

-

in the context of s?cial science research and evaluation reveals an

-

epistemological and a methodoldgical usage of éﬁph term., These four aspects

of rigor and relevance are explained below. ' ’ .-

-

Epistemological Relevance : . v
N ’ . g .
It is commenplace to characterize the major criteria for adeguate researeh

problems as relevance and fruitfulness., For example, Steingr TL978) explains .

L} * . " : ;
that for ap educational problem to be relevaqF it must be generative of

scientifie, philosophical, or praxiological knowledge about education! The ’ o

- . ‘
mark of a fruitful problem is that it must be capable of leading to the .

" © M\ extension of knowledge. Assessing epistemological relevance is thus equivalent

-

S

. - R . -~ '
'to ansvering the guestion, "Is this particular research question worth asking
at all?"
-~ We mrynt extend this notion of epistemological relevance in researth to

. $ :
the domain of evaluvation in the following way. To determine whether a
» ‘ .

particular evaluation queasticn is worﬁh~asking_(6r whether a‘particulag'
. . [

evaluation is worth pursuing) , we mus® first apswér twe questions: (1) What

is to be evaluated?, and (2) Why is it to be evaluated? These guestions must
A . * .

. ! *

be answered to the satis¥action of stakKeholdék¥s in any given e?aluatipn before
questions of how to proceed are propgged. Failure tq adequatgly specify-the

. . . L ' . ’ .
evaluand-~the entity being evaluated (Scriven, 1979)--and to identify the

intended uses and users of evealuativesinformation will ljkely result in an
) -] - . » N .

H .

inaccurate evaluation of little use to anyone.




. %
Horst, et al., 1974) is compatrble wi thE‘trad;tIonal view oﬁ evaluation_.'f”' ] SO
- " - . . - ’
as 'eqaluation'researoh': The approadh, Enowgéas féyaluabilrty a3§éssﬁbnt,fi R
requr;ﬁs clar;fylug and deflnlnd the pvaluand from:the perspeotgvés of obtﬁ - .5? t
“ the wser and the evaluator. A

,the naturalistic investigator is efgaged ,ih ‘a2 process of detérmlnrng ‘what is

o
il

Determining epistemolegical relevanc need nok be‘nagxowly conce1véd .as
a task unpidue €0 positivistic science: e followlng tWO approaches to .
: R
assessing eplstemologrcal reievanoe orrglnate in qurte drfferent points of .
- . -+ L - ‘

view regarding the nature of evaluation " The f;rst approach, proposed by

Joseph Nholey .and his colleagues at th Urban Insé&tute (Wholéy, 1975,rl917,

b e kW e

The majgdr elements .of an evaluability assessment ’

R . ‘L . " e ) ¢
are characterrzed by Wholey (1977) S © . . * . . o M ﬂ:'agy
. L 3 . R
1. Determining the boﬁndar;es of the ptoblem/prbgram, i.e., . ) A T T
what is it that is to be analyzed?, dhat are ,the progman ¢ A L
objectives} . o . h , U
. . P ] ", :
L - L] Q -
2. Gatherin& information th defines- programibbjeqtlyes, R . T
' : act1v1t1es, and underly' g‘assumptiuns T ] L LT :
4.. i . - . .
3. Developxng a model of p gram act;ﬁltres and obje ves ) . Y o

from the point of view f the 1ntended“user'bf the IRV B
evaluation Lnformatlon : e

4. Detemmrng to what extent the %ef:.m»tron gf the program, ] _’:' R
- as contained in the mogdel,. 'ig. sufficientTy unambiguoue to
permit a nseful evaluation. ) ] . : . ' -

on of the above 1n£ormatr6n to the intended user
aIuat;on and determination of next steps to ‘Be . taken.

g

-

‘5. Presenta
‘0f the

BT

Though quite antlthetlcal to- the general approach,of evalpat;on research‘\

-
[ 4

Guba's {1978) commentary‘on the me&hodology of natural;éklc 1nqu;;y in
evaluation also addresses the queStlpn éf ep;stemolog;cal relevanca~ In
" | ‘

surfacing the concerns and issues of relevant parties to the evaluation, "

to be evaluated and why it is’ to be evaluated. Havlng cyclod through repeated:

¥




N

, v ' v - . = 4 .

phases of discovery and vertfication, the evaluator possesses a preliminary

set of categories of information., Guba suggests that considerations of salienceq
- *

credibility, uniqubness, heuristic value, feasibility, and materialiﬁy be
emplByed to prioritize the categories and thereby focus the inqﬁiry: As a

* -

result'of this prdcéss,.the evaluator is able to pursue those categories of
. L B . . .

concerns and issues. "most worthy of further exploration."

.

Ii,should be apparent from these two examples that, regardless of one's

philosdphical orientat@on regarding the nature of evaluation, assessment of

-

epistemological relevance i§'a,pritical first step in evaluation. Though
the techniques of the evaluation researcher and the naturalistic investigator
. . .

are quite-difﬁérént, both aim at ¢larifying the nature of the evaiﬁand and:

I .
# 1 .
[

o . . . .
surfacing the concerns of potential users of evaluation information. -+

. . . i
L

. -

Epistewniogical Rigoxr T . _ "

‘ .

- ¥hen we dlscuss the propertles of a 'researchable’ problem, we are

.
. d

speaklng-of‘eplstemologlcal rigor. As was "the case wzth epistemological
- &elevance, this notion’of rigor is_ihportant regardless of the particular

. ‘ .o, . ‘ s
philosophical orientat;on of the researcher or evaluator. However, 'scientific’
and Jnatural:.stlc “inquirers assess the dimension .of eplstemologlcal riger in

Ty » . .

quite dlfferent wﬁyS. A
g Lo ., . . . f
s Whéqe evaluétgon is viewed. as an extension of scientific research, the

. A :
asaessmiﬁt of eprstemologlcal rlﬁor is guite straightforward. Here, rigor

= [l -- :

~:efbrs X0 the extent tb which evaluatlon questlons are cast in a form that is
f ~
measu: le or testable. Assessment of ‘rigor is largely context-independent

. ¥ Cok - ' ) -
and & ioni;/tlp'ihydlves ddequately specifying the empirical reférents for '
coo e . ' 7 ' )
- * A RERS
o "‘.‘-G‘_ - .
vy, ‘/. M "

.




‘context of vocatidnal’education outcomes evaluation. Beginning with a T

. Rigor and Relevance
N ~
’ :‘ ’ 45' -. ’ *"

w r . - (N

. -~ b "] L

- -"4 -
and' the connections between variables contained in the stdtement of the research-. . =

1 . i . . N
or evaluation problem. Darcy (1979, 1980) illustrates this process in the . ~

.

meaningful outcome statement, he explains that (1) this’statement'mqst be :

*
.

translated into a hypo¥hesis with careful specification of dependent éﬁa- -

independent variables, (2) the entify on which the outcome is to be observed

must be delineated, and (3) empirical indicators of the outcome must be

specified. Outcome statements sp formulated meet the test of epistemological
s ‘ .

rigor. . , .
- ' * v

Where evaluation is placed more in the tradition of ethnography (e:g.,

»

Guba, 1978; Pdtton, 1980; Filstead, 1979) the determination of epistemalogical

. \ \
rigor is no less important, yet the process is less apparent because problems

Ll +*

are not so carefully circumscribed prior to the inéestlgation. Here, the

+
.

aggsessment of epistemolébical rigor is largely context-dependent and a °

B *

posteriori. That is, epistemologital. rigor is not assessed at the outset of

. -

an, investigation by determining whether or not a problem is gesearchable, rather

.- -
rigor is assessed near the conclusion of the investigation by determining s
- . i N . N N v'
whether or nSt a problem has been adeguately researched (investigated), T .
. , . _ .o
Waturalistic or ethnographic évaluation approaches begin with problems . . -,

. 3 ) ) ! '
that afe not larggly delimited. Hence, the naturalistic evaluator defines

. et T

€ A - i

epistemological rigor in terms of whether the limits® to an-;nﬁestiggn;oﬁ qf\ RO

a problem have been reached; Guba (1978) desg:ibe% this Process as one'oE‘ éﬁ}" )
' ¥

ey,

reaching “closure™ by applying the oriteria of "egﬁauétion of reséurdesﬁ" .
* . - i LT . i
v ’ - . . . T A‘b‘ ’.
"saturation,! “"emergenceé of regularities,” and "overextension" to thé activity”

-

b

. +*
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‘of collecting information. If these signalg.for closure appear, then the . ;

‘naturalistic evaluator is reasonahly certain that epistemoldgical rigor has

been attained. . ' ’ ' T . .

L . .
Both approacnes focus on setting the boundaries that define a researchable

N LY

problem. 1In the case of évaluation research, these boundaries are defined in

/

'
[

r} . .
terms‘of/conditions for stating the bxoblemt In naturalistic evaluation, these

boundaries are defined in terms of outer limits that signal completion of an

3

investigation.

Methodological Relevance

If we'accept the proposition that different kinds of evaluation questions

.

require different kinds of methoagiogies, then the question of methodologjical =

* L

. relevance can be asked as, "Is this panticular’method (or model) appropriate

“

to the questionsg that I am trying to answer?" Aésessing methodological

+

I3

relevance is largely a matter of determining the tfadeg;fs, in terms of
strengths and weaknesses, of methods that are available to the evalugtor?

. [
Questions of methodological relevance are largely means—end guestions.

.

It is enly after knowing what we are trying to discover that we can decide
how to proceed. Por example, if we wish to test causal hypotheses, then we-

might choose an experimental design. If we wish to act as the surogate eyes

4 -

and ears of decisibn makers who desire information about what really takes

‘a L . .
place in a program, then we might choose a case study approach. e

Determining mefﬁodological rélevance requires (1) a review of the

conditions which must be present to facilitate the use of a given method

and (2) a careful consideration of the intrinsic strendths and weaknessig

-

Y
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"of the method. ‘For example, in order to make use of an eﬂpbriméntal or

quasi-experimental evaluation design, conditions such as the following must
obtain: a clear, precisé statement of intended program results; a reasonably
' ' .

'contreolled' program setting; a reasonably "uniform' treatment across

participants and over time; a large enough sample; and an ability to select
- . P,

and assign individuals randomly to treatment and control groups, or the

availability of a comparison group. Likewise, the measurement of program .

effects by means of objective, standardized instruments such as aptitude tests,

achievément’tests, or attitude scales requiéés that there be a;program legic

exhibiting ;alid linkages between the R%dgram‘s goals, the treatment deiivered,

and the instrumepts used to measure Sutcomes. ) . . ' “
To understand the second objective--the‘proéess of wéighing the intrinsic

merits of a given technique--consider the following review of the technique of .
. -+

documentary analysis. This method involvés the analysis of written program
+ - 1t

materials--e.g., interim reports, 'internal memoranda, activity leogs, ete.--

“to gain a clearer insight of program planning and operation. Its §tr‘ﬂbth§
. 4 LS

-

_ ey . Z . 'Y
are that it is entirely unoBtrusive and nonreactive, that thl documents

thamselves are unchgﬁgihg and express the péfépectives of their authors in the
’ / .
authors' own natqfal language. On the othdr hand, among its weaknesses are

that the docu@pnt may not be representative, it is usually unlperspectlval,

represents pnlque events, ahd may be temporally and spatially 5pec1f1c In

a simlar way, every method available to the evalqator-can be scrutinized for

.

its intrinsic adequacy or merit.

The activity of determining methodpiégical relevance ‘is clearly not a

simple process. The choice of one method over another invol¥es the evaluator

- . 1
.
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§ #dnhd other parties to the evaluation in a series of trade-pffs’ for which no

set of rules will suffice. It may be tempting to say that the determination

of relevance should be based on the prindiple of maximizing utlllty. But
that raisés the question of how we are to measure utility and for whom., &

-

more plausible approach.may be to argue that instead of seeking optimal or

-

maximal sglutions‘to,thé problem of methodological relevance, we should adopt
a strategy of “Qatigficing“ {siﬁon, 19%%)--Choosing methods which are’not
necessari{i.the best but 'good enough' given the goals of the‘evaluation,
the limitations of the metiods themselves, the probleﬁs inhexent in the

particular evaluation s;tuatién, and the needs of relevant'parties to the
evaluation. .
Questions of methodological relevance naturally raige the possibil;ty
of comﬁ}n;hg mefhoés in a single study. The rationale for thé use of multiple
methods is captured nicely by Webb, et al. (1?66): :
Cnce a pr0po§ition has been coﬁfirmed by &wo or more
¢« measurement érocesses, the uncertainty’of its interpretation
is greatly regiuced. The most persuasive evidence comes

¢ r

through a triangulation of measurement processes. (p. 3, .

emphdsis'added)

\
Denzin (1978) further suggests that.there are four, types of triangulation

available: (1) data triangulation--usding a variety of data sources,.(2)

-

investigator triangulation--using several different evaluators, (3y methodological

- : ) L3 ‘ u
triangulation~-using several different methods to examine' the same questions so

L

that the flaws of one method can be compensated for by.the strengths of other

methods, and (4) theory triangulation--using multiple perspectlves to 1nterpret .

)

g 4w —— i e ek

ot} ma b dm bt R Y

e ——
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. . R .
the same set of objectives. However, though the rationale may be well-

' . ’
established, actually effecting\e methodological mix in a given sth5§ is a

complicated matter (cf. Trend, 19Y9) requiring a great deal more investigation.
*

-- L : ’

Methodological Rigor

L4

'trustwerthy' method, a 'sound' design, lor an 'appropriate! kype of data
analysisg, ) : ‘ ’ ’ ' :
Until very recently, tRe only availlable andagreed upon standards for

me thodelogical rigor were the canons *fo what constituted rigorous ¥cientific’

inquixy. For example, in their review p£f federal evaluation studiess

#

Bernstein and Preeman (1975) developed a composite index of scientific

*

’ 4
standards for measuring the quality (rigor) of evaluation. research. Thelr

" [

rating gcheme is shown beloy in Table 1.

. .8 -

X . -——— et i
¥ ~

, -7 ' Insert Table 1 about here

"'f"; _______ k __________________-____ﬁﬂh______

- . /
The Bernstein and Freeman index is fairly representative of the types of

\ standards currently in use for judging the methodolpglcal rigor of both . -t

-

research and evaluat;on studies, §imilar sets of standards ars commonly

emplqyed in assessing the ‘internal and external validity of ‘research éesigns
(Campbell ‘and Stanley, 1966; Cook and Campbell, 1979), the psychome®ric’
prope;tigs éf-measurement devices (Guilford, 1954; Nunnally, 1978), etc.

. } . ) : .

[ " ‘ ‘

\ ) !E 5
'\ . . i
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-~ Standards ﬁq:-assessing the_methodoloéical rigor of evalgafion studies -

- . z * . ¥ . - b
conducted in a naturalgjstie or ethnngrap%}c mode are far késs well developed.
A recent paper by Guba (;Q press) represents One oﬁrfbe first attempts to.

specify standards for naturalistic, studies. Table 2 below displays the

crlterla whlch Guba proposes for aSSeS§ing the methodelogical rigor
3 -
(“trustworthiness") of.nﬁturallstlc 1nqulrles. Guba defines the naturalistic

investigator's analog for criteria such as objectivity ("confirmability"},
]

]

reliability (“dependability"}, generalizability ("transferability”), and,

internal validity {"credibility") and lists énd'briefiy explains methods “

that might be used to determine whether these griteria have beén met.
Y - . . , , -

o b m——————— ] e ...._............_.i._....__...____.._.. ——

I f
. . . { . . Pl
\ ) ., Insert Table 2 about hexe : T . ;

o o} s o W - Tty

*

- .
Efforts such asr this to spec{?y the standards for Judglng not only tHe deslqn

but’ the product of naturalistic inquiries are 1ndlspensable 1n view-of the

! &

I‘groﬁiné interest in.the usé of naturalistic and ethnographiq. methods,

Relationships Between Rigor and Relevance ' T

i -

The'preceding four categories of rigor and relevancef-epistemological

. . . -
rigor, epistemoldgical relevance, methodological relevance, and. tethodological

riéor-—hav§ peen presented in their most’IOgical sequénCet It should Qe
appérent that effQrts to frame a guestion in a éiéoroué way_suohld ;ommence
only after it‘is determimed ;h;L'it is that we are ;ski%g_{ Jgkewise {as suming
o~ . 4
- the existente of standards for Judglng the rigor of both quantitatlve and

J .

qual;taegve methods), it is reasonab}e to believe that questions of which

1

Rigor and Relevance'




Rigor and Relevince

.
- ' - -
~ - . . .
E) L ) L
. . . ) -
L. . . . —~ 11 .
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.

—
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4

.
L

-

" method to use can be settled before examining how these metheds might be )
. - -

used (or whether they have been used} in the most rigorous fadhion.

- @
]

This analysis of rigor and relb\vance has also demonstrated that these
’

L

notions are not necessarily invexsely related. In other words, an increase
, e .

. ) .
.in rblevance rneéd not result in a decrease in rigor and vice-versa. To be .

t}-st.u:e, the four‘@ime-nsions of ‘rigof and relevance .are not orthogonal. For.

. example, an assessment of episr:emolog‘ical relevancé\.informs the assessment o
! : . . ) . s . : -
’ of pethodological #elevance. Nevertheless, one need ‘not always tra}edff

~

+’

rigor for relevéhce. X . . C . -

R \ 'I‘radeoffs between r,igor and relevance frequet;tly {and qu:.te 1nappr0pr1ately)
\ » ’ . ‘s ot
characterize the chq:l.ce of evdluation and research met.hods. It.is argued that
. -, .
Y one must choose‘ betWeen 'rigorous and re'levanﬁ rnethod's'. E‘h:.s demonstrates a S
‘ L

confounding of the notions of methodolog:.ca-l rlgor and methodologlcal relev.ance

As was discussed above, the relevance o£ any method ca.n be assessed with * L
s % ' . )
. ' respect to the goals of the resea.rckr.p,r‘ eval;;tlon. Methods are J.nstrumentalitz.es;
v .

the qu.tab:.lJ;ty of a method for meeting the goals of mqulry determlne its .,

1 —

relevance. Rigor is another matter., Once a x;elevant‘method ha&™heen chosen,

P steps can be tél.(en to ensure the rigorou.s" use of ‘that method. The oely‘well-
'dfeveloped and aéreed upon s_tanda.ré's. for rigf:r '.‘-.\:;I)Qly tolthe use of)quentieative-
-methods. We have ohly recentlyj begun te invest,i.gate ,standax?ds -for .i-‘i..gor that
govern the use of qualitative methods. It is not the ¢ase that q;.zalita_.i;.ive .
methods are inherently non-rigorous u(an-:i herfce, somehow moré relevant)’, but‘ e

. . * * ™ ¥

., that, at pre%ent, we are uncertain of how to judge whether they have beer
_ N _— f I\ . - -
used in.airigorous fashion. S '




/ - ’ . L .
% degrees within the context of particular methods or approaches. From these
' . '-

. ' Rigor and Relevance
! L1 . . - N *
. ' 12 -

-

El
+ *

Rigo} and Relevance in Vocational Education Evaluation .

L]

Given the diversity of approaches té and methods for evaluating

L] - ¢

vocational education programs, it is hazardou§ to offer general statements

~ , L ' -

regarding the extent to which the enterprise of vocational education ¢
evaluation is addressing these questions of rigdr and welevance.. However, it
is commonplace to find guestions of rigor and relevarce addressed to varylng £ -

N Il

.discussions there emerge several central tendencies wHich are discussed below.

)
a7 -

Epistemologicaf rélevance is emergihg as a primary concern after several
years of evaluation efforts. For example, following a two-year study of

N - ’ -, k4 & i
_vocational education outcomes by the National Center for Research in

-
-

’atj_.onalh Education (barcy_, 1979, i980} it was rgcontﬁénded ;:'hat:
In-plaﬁning evaluation étudiesu care ghould be taken.to‘%,c
-‘I ' determine clearly what is to bé-ﬁ;glhated'and what | ‘- . | Y
| criterjia, data, and evaluat;on standaxds &fﬁ %o be Qsed.'
’

(Darcg; 1980, p. 70) .t s ' i

This recommendation stems from several findings of this study which peoint to .

" a

T
shortcomings in assessing epistemological relevance: (1) Terms such ag
- .

‘outcomes,' ‘'outcome measures,® 'ﬁrogram ‘goals,' and 'program benefits'’ lack .

precise Hefinitionh (2} 1¢ #s not ‘clear what is being evaluated~--outcomes,

-

groups of‘sﬁudénts, programs, etc¢., (3) There is-little appreciation of the

range, diversity, and complexity of possible outcomes, and (4) The relative

- ¢ .

importance of outcomes vis-a-vis other typesgbf evaluation has not been well

-
-

addressed, . ’

-

»
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evaluative data to the values perspectives of potent:.al us‘ers. thereby*
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The issue of epistemological relevance hasﬂ,—i':'een alluded to in q;t-her

T %
L}

*

ways as well. In discussing the llection of evalumativé data by’means of . .
Fp ¢ ? [ R 3 Y .

F]
-

2 standardized vogational education data systemwewee (1278) noted?(tﬁgf . o ’
ax.'nswermg heetlons of.why data--are to be coliected (a dimension ofrassess:'il::g" ) -.
ry

eplstemological reievance) will detemne the use and 'utility of such a .
system. Kiewvit {1978) sought to lay out a rat:.ona.le for l:.nk:.ng kmis;;f/:‘/-h “‘% N

addressing the question of why vocational education programs, are in need

-

of evaluation. ',

Determining epistemclogical rigor has always been, and will likely ) :,

remain, a major concern of vooational evaluators. For example, Lecht'sé

(1974} discussion of indicators of -vocational program success gan bd viewed . ‘.
largely as an attempt.to address questiens of. epi%temqlogical rigdr in the

]
i

definition and measurgpent of those indicators. I»fést recehtly, the link

r

between eptsiem{%)grcal rigor and relevance has been demonstrated in the

-

vodational education outcomes study noted ea.rla.er The study attempted o .

document ep:.stemolog:.cal relevance for outcomes evaluatlon by/requ.lrlng

(1} a clea.,r rat.a.onale fc:.:r the choice of a outceme, 2y efviﬁenee oé the
appropriateness of-\a-gj,ven outcome as a basis for program eyaluati_cun, _ .
(3) illustration of the potential impact oflresults, ,atd .‘(4) ident;‘.ficetion x

of relevent audiences for\evaluative infomatic_ef{. As noted earlier, the

study then addressed epistémological rigor by indicatingr how outcome

statements are to be translated inte empirical measures of outcomes. Owing

to the relatively recent importation of gualitative techniques to vocational

" r .
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evaluation, there are no commentaries on procedures for establishing

epistemological &igor in ethnographic or naturalistic vocational evaluation
RN - : T -
studies. ' . -

However, as elternative methodologies for evaluating social programs

have' found their way into evaluatiops of vocational programs, discussions

e
&

of methodological yelevance have emerged., Bolland (1979), for example,

>

briefly addresses ‘the qugstion of methodological relevance by listing the
- L 1 .

relative stréngths end weexnesses of varioustoata gathering techniques in

\ hér review of vocational educetion outcomes studies. Grasso (1979) .
discusses the suitabili§§ of impacrﬂevaluation for meeting'the.evaluation
reqdirements spelled ont in tne L9§6 vocational eduogtion legislation. .

Spirer -{1980) points“to%the utility of the case study method in vocational

*

edusation evaluation. “Bonnet (1979) discusses alternative ‘methods for '

measyring the outcomes.)of career gducation in view of the outcome goals
— > ":\ . .

set by the folce of CerqEr Educatu:n. Flnally, Riffel (198Q) recently

. offered a very reflexixe presentation on. the utility of ‘the case study

-’ r
approcach in the vocational Educatlon Study, and Pearsol {1980) commented on

=

® 1the‘implicetions'of combining quantitative and gualitative methods.

" L

ﬁethcdological rlgqr has perhaps been the mast frequently addressed

- '

: aspect of rxgor and relevaqge in vocational educatich evaluation. Most, if '

. not dll of these dxscussxons are concerned wxﬁh spec1fy1ng standards for
N . . \ . - -
scientific rigor as it is commonlyvpercelved in the research community.

- T

Hence, Bolland (1979) specifies eight basic components of a sound research

report. Moxell (1979} and Franchak.and Spirer (1978) address design and *
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statistical‘iééues #n the aﬁplication.ofrfollow-up research to vocational
. . . : - L.

- ... . " . . . I -
evaluation. Borgatta (1979) discusses the requirements for 'good'.
expef&ménéai_and quasi-expefimental designs. ' : NN
t e '_o. ,' " . - v . ' .
Several papers address questions of methodological rigor and relevance

- -

sifil tane'ously in reviewing .a particular fgsgarch technique.” Pucel (1979)

addresses qu%stions of methdﬁblogical relevance by pointing to the types of

questions that cah be answered *through longitudinal studies. He also focuses

-

. on aspectls of méthodological rigor in the use of the method (e.g., solving 4

-

problems in implementétion. speeifying typeg of data to be collected, atc.).

- L
Likewise, Franchak, et al. (1980) seek to demonstrate methodolggical relgvance, | ]
by linkings the use -0f longitudinal methods to critigal data needs in vocgtiona& »

educatien, and they address problems of rigor in reviewing kasic strategies
"g' e P : . )
and procedures for ldngitudinal studies. Similarly, several publigations in

Care,
the Career Education Measurement Series ({e.g., McCaslin, et al., 1979;

McCaslin and Walker, 1979) address both methodological rigor and relgvance in

discussing the selection, evaluation, and design.of instruments to evaluate .

.t

career educdtion. L ) A : . .
In summary, the importance of addressing the issues of epig}emological
. . . I

“and methodo;ogicai rigor and relevance can be seen in Lee's (1979) discussion Y

of the factors governing the use of evaluation data. Lé¢ identifies the
9 B . L]
- t
following five factors: (1) availability (making.evaluajion data available

, to users ifl'a way that cen.be reaailx“hnderstood), (2) re iability, (3)
credibility, (4) utility {collecting, anq;yzinq, and interpreting evaluation

' ' P . .

da;a in view of their potentigl uses), and (5) consistency (collecting,
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analyzing, and making available data within the boundaries of pogsible

action). It is possible to recast these factors as functions of addressing
‘. ¥ )

&

rigor and relevance in evaluation studies. Thus, failure to address

k3

+
-

quiestions of epis;emological.relevance may lead to problems in copsisténcy

- . .

of methodolégical rigor may result in prbblem% with feliability and crédibiiity}

. i

* .
finally, failure to address questions of methodological relevance may lead o
\

¥ o ‘? ‘ *
. problems with utility and availability. o ' /
» < ’ : ’ v

~

vt ) , Avenues for Future Study ’ . '

T3
"

. ) hll four dimeﬁsions of rigor and relevance discussed in this daper
warrant further attention by the community of vocdtiogal education evaluators
and researchers. Epistemological relevance--determining what is to be

evaluated and why--must clear%y be our. forémos® concern. Premature focus on

¥ <
. _ . » .
the seleckion of qppropriate methods will likely éncourage the approach of

'Sojutions In search of problems.' That is, we may attempt to fit existing

\ (and new and developing) evaluation stiategies to particular vocatiohal

education evaluation pfoblems withoﬁt first undergtanding what it is we wish

«
+

to know and why. There should be nﬁ‘equivocatingg arguing that we have the

'right' solution but the 'wroné' problem is simply an argument for the’ wrong
. 4 .
solution. We should not hesitatg’to retreat. from solutions to make a more
T ; . F ¥
careful diagnosis of the problem. -

*
r

Attending ta'qpisﬁemolog@cal rigdq presents us with two different types
\ | . : .

*

of problems, It appears that we are fully in -passgssion of che knowledge of

.

and utility; failure to address gquestions of gpistemological ridor and questions _T

1

A
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what'cbﬁsti;utes a testable or mea%urable problem ‘from a pésitivistiﬁ
pefspective. at we need are mor; attempts, such as that demonstrated in

the vécatioﬁalfeduEatidh outéomeslktudy, té apply this knowledge to particular
evaluation gu stions:' on t@e oth;r hand, as naturalistic inquiry becomes

increasingly'relevgnt to eva;uati$ns of vocational. education programs, We

will neeqd t‘ dévote our'efforts;t% specifying procedures for determiﬁing the

——

houndaries pf such inuestigatiodéﬁ The lack of a priori constraints,

characteristic of -this approahhffdoes not imply a total lack or regard for
\ : *

constrain?/s which demonstrate rigor in the investigation of problems: .
| *

] . .
MethodoIogical relevance--including both an assessment of the intrinsic

Pl

merits methods and an investigation of the possibilities for combining

/

methodﬁf-demanda our most careful atéention, le'st the cho%ce of methods

beoomeé simply a matter of what is-currently in vogue. We must guard@ against

"the n rma%ive appeal ©f certain established‘methods as being the most, (or

the ohly} 'rational' strétegies and investigate\the contextual limits
. v - . i

govefning the scope of these strategies. We must be careful not to mistake
| . RN . .

evi@ence of the inapplicability of certain me thods as-simply problems with

-

implementation.

/.

of traditional.standards for assessing the scientific adeguacy of guantitative

Finally. in the area of methodological rigor, we lack little knowledge

methdds and experimental designs. Yet, we are largely ignorant of how to /

judge the merit of case studies,'emergent designsy and similqr methods and ; (

tools associated with naturalistic or ethnographic inquiries., N
In general, we need to bécome more open and public about our discussions
) ‘ - '
or rigor and relevance. There are relatively few accounts of the conduct of
"

¢ !

F )
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. ocat;oqgl‘éddbazion.inquiries that are reflexive. Reflexivityﬁyefers bo‘the'
A a P e, .

éﬁéci;y 65 thought to bend back upon itself, to become an object to itself

(Ruby, 1980). To'be r&flexive is hot the same as being self-conscious or

v

. ’réflécﬁive. Most evaluators and researchers are probably sélf-conscious, yet

that;k%nd of awarenesgs remains private knowledge for the inquirer, detached

-

‘f;om the product of his or her inquiry. There are relatively few accounts of‘

inquiry in which ingquirers reveal the epistemelogical 'and axiological T

v

assumptions which caused them to choose a particul?r set of questions to

¥
investigate, to seek answers to those gquestions in a particular way, and, .

finally, to preéent their findings in a parQ{gular way. By engaging in this
Lo ]
kind of reflexivity about our regearch and evaluation, we are more ligély

to address critical issues in rigor and relevance.

- » -
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TABLE 1 ML

L)
15»,? .’

K

Criteria for Assessing the Quality

of Evaluation Research*
N 4,

1 - systematic -

0 - nonrandom, clustér, or nonsystematic

2 - quantitative )
1l - gqualitative and quantitative i

0 - gualitative ¢ .

4 - multivariate

3 =~ descriptive . *
2 - ratings from qualitative data

1 -~ narrative data only*

0 - no systematic material

3 - experimental or quasi-experimental -

with randomization and control groups

2 - experimental or quasi-experimental without
both randomization and control groups

Y - longitudinal or cross-sectional without
control or comparison

0 - descriptive, nartative 7

T

Fl

2 - representative
1 - possibly representative
0 - haphazard

1 - judged adequate in face validity
~¢ @ ~ judged less than adeguate in face validity

. /

ED

mnaR ek o




Aspect of Method,
Study, Procedure

&

TABLE 2

Fs

Criteria for Assessing the Trustworthiness

of Naturalistic Inguiries* ’

Methods -for Determining
Naturalistic Term

Truth Value

Applicability -

+
Consistency

LN

"Neutrality

Fu

L

, Credibility .

%

. .
Transferability .. ~-
o X

Dependapbility - .

Confirmability

Whether Criteria Are Met

site, Peer debriéfing, .
Priangulation, Member
checks, Collection of
referential adequacy
materials &

. Theoretlcal/puxposxve

. sampiinge Collectign of™
"thick"- dEscrlptxve datd .

= L !

- .overlaﬁ methods, Stgpwlse

. :repllcatlon Establish
audlt“ tra%l -

: Triangylatiop,. N
Confirhability audit -

Proibnged engagement ati

1
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