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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 TC "EXECUTIVE SUMMARY" \f C \l "1" 
Three reports are part of the evaluation plan for the Connecting the Schools (CTS) Project. The baseline report was submitted in March 2000. It provided background information on the evaluation plan and set a foundation for subsequent evaluation activities. The Interim Report was the second of the three, and was submitted in November 2000. Both reports are appended. This final report summarizes the findings from the evaluation process.

The AEIOU approach was used to organize information collected about the CTS Project. Four categories of information were collected. First, standardized measures of individual innovativeness and organizational innovativeness were included in the instrument, the “Connecting the Schools Questionnaire” (CSQ), developed especially for use in South Dakota. Workshop attendees, TTL/DTL Academy participants, and a random survey of South Dakota teachers completed the CSQ. The CSQ provides demographic information and asks questions about distance education, in addition to providing measures of individual innovativeness and organizational innovativeness. 

Second, open-ended questions about distance education in South Dakota were asked. These questions were designed to provide qualitative information about educator’s perceptions of distance education in South Dakota. Third, focus groups were conducted to more formally obtain information from selected teachers and administrators. Finally, participant evaluations of events such as workshops and Academies were collected to determine if these events were successful and to provide information to improve upcoming activities. These data were summarized in detail in the interim report.

In summary, the strategy developed to diffuse distance education into the educational community of South Dakota appears to be successful. First, change agents working for the Department of Education and Cultural Affairs were used to provide training and support for educators emulated by their peers. These groups received special attention in workshops designed expressly for them. These educators were considered to be opinion leaders; individuals looked to by their peers as persons to respect. Next, a large number of educators were given in-depth staff development in lengthy Distance Teaching and Learning Academies. Data indicate that the Academies were well run and effective. Based on information collected and reported in this report the following suggestions are offered:

· Continue the DTL Academies

· Continue to use change agents to influence opinion leaders

· Develop a plan for on-going support for educators that adopt distance education

· Continue to evaluate and collect information that can be used to report on the successes of activities and identify changes that should be made

· Hire additional staff for the Department of Education and Cultural Affair’s Office of Technology

· Develop a new, five-year plan for distance education in South Dakota that expands the Digital Dakota Network in scope and capacity, and that provides for online education

· Consider developing an online South Dakota Virtual High School

· Establish collaborative relationships with other states

INTRODUCTION TC "INTRODUCTION" \f C \l "1" 
The best and… the bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding go out to meet it.

Thucydides, 460-400 BC

“Glory and danger” faced educational leaders in South Dakota when they planned the Connecting the Schools and Digital Dakota Network projects. Most likely, no one sought glory as these projects were contemplated; yet the danger of failure must have been apparent. 

Systematic evaluation of education projects is the most appropriate approach to determining their impact, and to minimize the danger of “failure”. Integral to the planning of the Connecting the Schools (CTS) and Digital Dakota Network (DDN) projects were formative and summative evaluation. This report summarizes the evaluation of the CTS project conducted during the twelve months of 2000. The evaluation plan’s goal was to:

Provide leaders in the state of South Dakota with quantitative and qualitative evaluation information about the implementation of the distance education phase of the Connecting the Schools Project.

This final evaluation report is the third of three reports dealing year 2000 of South Dakota’s Connecting the Schools Project. The first report was completed and published in March of 2000. This baseline report established a foundation for subsequent evaluation activities. Much of the data reported in the baseline report was incorporated into the second, interim report that was published in November 2000. The interim report included data collected since the baseline report. Data included in the baseline report was merged with newly collected information. The final comprehensive summary of the implementation of Phase III of South Dakota’s Connecting the Schools Project is the subject of this report. Little new data were collected for the final report. Rather, reactions to the data reported in the interim report were obtained and used to summarize and draw conclusions. Specifically, key individuals in South Dakota were formally and informally interviewed about the tentative conclusions drawn in the interim report. These interviews were used to develop the final report’s conclusions. Obviously, the baseline and interim report should be reviewed in order to obtain an in-depth understanding of the evaluation process and data implications.

The overall evaluation plan is built around the AEIOU approach (Fortune & Keith, 1992; Sweeney 1995; Sorensen, 1996). The effectiveness of this approach has been demonstrated during its use evaluating the activities of the Iowaxe "Iowa" Distance Education Alliance, Iowa's Star Schools Project (Simonson, 1995; Sorensen & Sweeney, 1994), a multi-year state-wide distance education activity. Additionally, the model has been used to evaluate a number of other innovative projects such as the Iowa Chemistryxe "Chemistry" Education Alliance (1995), the Iowa General Chemistry Network (1994), and the DaVinci Project: Interactive Multimedia for Art and Chemistry (Simonson & Schlosser, 1995). 

RESULTS TC "RESULTS" \f C \l "1" 

The following summaries and conclusions can be made. These conclusions will be reported using AEIOU as a framework.

Component 1: Accountability TC "Component 1: Accountability" \f C \l "2" 

The evaluation results reported in the Interim Report submitted in November 2000 clearly demonstrate that all measures of accountability were met, even exceeded. Each project and activity was completed, objectives were accomplished, and goals were met. The leaders of the CTS Project during 2000 are to be commended for their accountability

Component 2 - Effectiveness TC "Component 2 - Effectiveness" \f C \l "2"  

It is apparent from observations made, data collected, and discussions held that the activities of the CTS project were considered to be effective by participants and leaders. The specific evaluations of workshops clearly indicated that the vast majority of those involved believed that what they were participating in was effective. There was an interesting lack of criticism of the CTS project, even though there were numerous concerns expressed about how distance education will impact on the South Dakota educational community and how overworked educators will be able to effectively adopt this innovation.

Component 3 – Impact TC "Component 3 – Impact" \f C \l "2"  


By far the most difficult concept to ascertain, especially in the short term, is the impact of any project, program, or innovation. Impact will probably be best determined when baseline data are compared to data collected in a year, three years, and five years. Of critical importance to determining impact will be the evaluation of the diffusion process followed by the educational leaders who manage distance education in the state. If these leaders, whom this report are identifying as change agents, correctly identify state, regional and local community opinion leaders, use data collected during evaluations, and apply the principles of diffusion theory, then the impact of the project will be clearly demonstrated when critical mass is reached. Critical mass is the point at which the innovation of distance education becomes an ingrained component of education in South Dakota. To date, critical mass as defined by Rogers has not been reached.

Component 4 – Organizational Context TC "Component 4 – Organizational Context" \f C \l "2"  

Evaluation results clearly show that the concept of organizational context is critical to the success of the CTS project. Specifically, these important organizational topics have been identified:

· Teachers have repeatedly expressed a level of apprehension approaching fear when contemplating distance education and use of the DDN. The approach identified in South Dakota to overcome teacher apprehension is staff development. Teachers must have staff development that explains the potential for distance education and the positive consequences on teaching and learning that distance education using the DDN can have. Everett Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations theory has been the foundation for the process of diffusion of distance education in South Dakota. This should continue. Special attention toward teachers considered “innovation laggards” as described by Rogers should be minimized. Literature demonstrates clearly that this group is not particularly responsive to staff development as a technique to promote adoption of an innovation. Rather, efforts and resources should be concentrated on the early and late majority adopters of innovations. These target groups were clearly identified in the interim report.

· Teachers need continued support after staff development. Distance education is a constantly evolving innovation and as new approaches are introduced, additional staff development efforts will be needed. Of critical importance is the need to insure that teachers in training in South Dakota’s colleges of education are adequately prepared to incorporate techniques of distance education into their teaching strategies. Considerable work with faculty from teacher education programs is necessary.

· Educational regulations that guide school policy will need to be studied and changed where necessary. Specifically, school and state policies should be reviewed and expanded so distance education is easily included. New sets of policies related to distance education should be avoided. Rather, existing educational policies should be expanded or clarified to include distance education approaches.

· Teacher (and by implication, parent and student) fears and concerns will need to be addressed in a systematic and planned manner in order for distance education and the DDN to be more widely accepted.

Component 5 – Unanticipated Consequences TC "Component 5 – Unanticipated Consequences" \f C \l "2"  

A number of unanticipated activities occurred – one of the most significant was a special meeting held in Pierre, SD in July. This meeting, Governor Janklow’s Capital City Conclave on Distance Education, brought a dozen national and international experts in distance education to South Dakota to interact with state leaders. 

A second significant event that is sure to have major impact on distance education in South Dakota was the submission of a successful proposal to the United States Department of Education’s Star School Program. The funded project, called the South Dakota Alliance for Distance Education (SDADE), brings $3 million to the state for distance education initiatives related the CTS and DDN. The efforts of South Dakotans during the year 2000 to expand the DDN and to promote its appropriate utilization made possible the development of this successful proposal that was developed by an alliance of over a dozen educational institutions and organizations.


The SDADE Star Schools grant spotlights South Dakota as a leader in distance education and calls national and international attention to the DDN and CTS projects. South Dakota is now recognized as a place where distance education is appropriately practiced and where this innovation is being diffused successfully. The state and the DECA Office of Technology are models for others to emulate. Certainly the seeds of this leadership role were in place prior to 2000, but the events of this twelve-month period have catapulted the state into the preeminent position now enjoyed.

Summary TC "Summary" \f C \l "2" 

It is obvious that the CTS – Phase III project’s activities have been accountable, and that early indications are that they have been effective in meeting stated objectives. The impact of the project’s initial activities will be determined over time, but foundation information needed to determine effectiveness has been collected and will permit a clearer determination of impact in subsequent reports and in future years. 

The organizational context in which distance education exists in South Dakota is evolving, as it should, and that additional changes will need to be considered. Finally, it seems that a number of new and potentially important activities are being considered that were not anticipated when the Phase III project was planned. This is to be expected and is considered by most evaluators as an indication of effectiveness.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS TC "CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS" \f C \l "1" 
This final report, Learning at a Distance in South Dakota, is the last of three major evaluation reports that document and provide information about the diffusion of the innovation of distance education in South Dakota. The reports included discussions of the approach used, background information, information on the process of the diffusion of innovations, discussions of initial evaluation activities and results, and proposed additional projects and activities to be considered. 

Recommendations TC "Recommendations" \f C \l "2" 

Six recommendations are offered. These recommendations are based on data collected, interviews conducted, and observations made. They build on the excellent foundation established in South Dakota for the diffusion of distance education.

Recommendation #1: A new vision for distance education in South Dakota should be developed. It is recommended that a group be commissioned by the Department of Education and Cultural Affairs to convene South Dakota education leaders to develop a vision for distance education in the state.

Recommendation #2: The Digital Dakota Network (DDN) should be expanded in scope and capacity. Public and governmental organizations should be added to the DDN so that it becomes a conduit for interactive, on-demand access to educational and governmental resources. The capacity of the DDN should be upgraded to meet demands of use that is several orders of magnitude greater than today.

Recommendation #3: Distance Teaching and Learning (DTL) Academies should be continued and expanded. Second-year DTLs should be planned and offered, as should DTLs for non-educators.

Recommendation #4: The DDN should be linked with other states, notably Iowa, North Dakota, Nebraska, Minnesota, and Wyoming. The DDN should be a conduit to educational and informational resources regionally.

Recommendation #5: Services offered as part of the Office of Technology of DECA should be expanded to include evaluation and research services, technology and distance education planning and auditing, assessment in a distance learning environment, and on-demand, targeted staff development.  This will probably require an expansion of the professional and support staff of the Office of Technology.

Recommendation #6: The visibility of the Office of Technology, the DDN, and related instructional technology and distance education initiatives should be improved. South Dakota’s efforts are a model for other states and regions. A concerted effort to publicize activities within the state and nationally should be a priority.

It is apparent that underway in South Dakota is a grand plan that has inspired many. It is just as obvious that any dispassionate evaluator would be impressed by what is planned and by the significant actions that have been taken during the first months of 2000. This evaluation report has found that all is well with the CTS project, largely because of inspired leadership and careful planning. A clear vision was identified and educational leaders in South Dakota went out to meet it.
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