So, You Need to %uSUfY

Your Existing ABC

rogram

(or Lobby for a New One)
by Jean Terry Walsh and Lee Gillis

Ithough, unlike some other

treatment modalities, there is

not a plethora of research-ori-

ented information on adven-

ture-based counseling, getting
the information that you (your fun-
ders, your boss, your board of direc-
tors...) want is probably not as hard
as it seems. The beginning point is
not a panic-driven trip to the local
university library or a night in front
of your computer staring blankly at
ERIC on line. The beginning is actu-
ally asking lots of questions about
what you and the folks you work
with and/or who fund you want to
know.

What Do You Need?

Do you need to know if the pro-
gram you already have is working?

Do you need to propose a pro-
gram evaluation for the program
you're planning?

Do vou need to know if the ABC
program you propose is going to be
effective based on current research?

The first two questions, although
slightly different, can be lumped
together (remember this article is
intended 10 be a brief overview). At
the essence of your yes to either
question is your need to develop a
meaningful evaluation plan. To
develop such a plan, you need to be
clear about 1) the goals of your cur-
rent or proposed program, 2) the
goals of your evaluation and 3) the
resources available to you to com-
plete this evaluation.

Let's flesh out these three ques-
tions.

1) What are the program goals?
This should be fairly easy to answer.
A goal that can be used for evalua-

tion needs to address only one issue
and needs to have the potential to
be achievable. Your evaluation
should be built entirely around your
goals. Examples of some goals we
have for Choices, our substance
abuse treatment program for adjudi-
cated vouth, are:

Progress Goal: To serve 75 adju-
dicated youth with demonstrated
substance abuse problems annually.

Outcome Goal: To significantly
enhance the self-esteem of partici-
pating youth.

2) What are the goals of your
evaluation? Do you simply want
some anecdotal information demon-
strating that what you do meets your
program’s goals? (Another way to
think about this question is: Will
vour clients’ success stories amply
demonstrate this?) Do you need
some numerical/statistical informa-
tion about your clients and their
progress? Do you need some numer-
ical/statistical information about your
clients and their progress in compar-
ison to a similar group? Can you rea-
sonably expect to see changes in
outcomes you're planning to mea-
sure? (This is key: Can youth who've
been retained become A students in
a year? Not likely; however, can
youth who've been retained signifi-
cantly increase their attendance rate
in a year? In your outstanding pro-
gram, this is likely to happen.)

For Choices, we answer the first
three to various degrees, keeping
the final question integral to our
entire plan. We collect success sto-
ries because having these available
helps practitioners better under-
stand/picture what Choices does and
the impact it has. We collect lots of
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demographic and pre/post measure-
ments that allow us to measure sev-
eral goals, including the two de-
scribed above. Finally, we compare
rates of recidivism for youth who
have been in Choices to those for
youth who have spent time in a
locked facility in the state of
Georgia. We know, the state of
Georgia knows and CSAT, who used
to fund Choices, knows that this
comparison is not without some
flaws; however, it tells all three of us
that vouth who participate in
Choices are much less likely to reof-
fend than youth who have been
remanded to “lock-up,” the alterna-
tive to participating in Choices.

3) What are the resources avail-
able to you for your evaluation? You
can afford to hire an outside evalua-
tor or you have a knowledgeable
person in-house for whom an appro-
priate amount of time is available.
Lucky vou, read this article and be
involved, but pass the design and
implementation off to them. In our
experience, this is where many pro-
grams run into trouble. They have
solid evaluation plans that examine
their goals, but they have neither the
time, the staff, the expertise nor the
money necessary o implement their
plan. It is always better to plan
something that you can deliver, To
deliver more than you planned is
just icing on the cake. So, if what
people need or want from your
evaluation doesn’'t match your
resources, you'll want to reconcile
this either way.

After you've answered these
questions, design away. We advise
people to look for simple answers.
For example, vour year-long, school-
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based ABC program seeks (o
improve academic achievement. The
school you're working with retains
the academic records of your partici-
pants. Assure the school of confiden-
tiality and ask them to allow you
access to GPAs. You could compare
the years prior to, during and after
participation in a repeated measure
analysis, etc. Comparison groups
make your evaluation much more
complex, so we would recommend
steering clear unless you have ample
resources or are comparing your
participants to readily available num-
bers, perhaps with some caveats, as
we compare recidivism for Choices.

These studies, mostly evaluation
studies, do show the impact of ad-

available from Western Psychological
Services (1-800-222-2670). We do
share some of our internal evalua-
tion reports and reprints of confer-
ence presentations, journal articles
and book chapters, but these do not
contain any instruments to evaluate
your program.

Current Research

So you answered yes 1o question
3: Do you need to know if the ABC
program you propose is going to be
effective based on current research?
What is difficult is that there are very
few (if any) well-constructed re-
search articles that meet scientific
criteria for random
selection of partici-
pants and the use
of treatment and
control groups
demonstrating the

perhaps?). Most of the work done
exists in the form of theses and dis
sertations that never make it to pul
lication. Several noteworthy docu-
ments in the public domain (ERIC
system) and dissertations are high-
lighted in the appendix of this artic
for you the reader to acquire and
use as vou see fit.

The following is an extremely
brief summary of our experience a:
evaluators. We hope this will help
inform all our readers who answer
ves to any of the three questions w
initially posed. Our experience at
Project Adventure’s Covington offic
with Legacy, the 10-month (mini-
mum) program for adjudicated juve
nile sex offenders; Choices, the 16-
week drug treatment program for
adjudicated adolescents; and
Challenge, the six-week program fc
adjudicated youth is that oftentime:

venture programming on the self-
concepts, loci of control and behav-
iors of students or clients participat-
ing in adventure programming...

use of ABC 1o be
more powerful
than the use of a
traditional ap-
proach to counsel-

the standard measures of change
reported in the literature for self-
esteem and locus of control do not
hold out when we measure only o
group at a time. (Gillis & Simpson

Additionally, if you choose to use
some standard psychological mea-
surements, please keep in mind: 1)
Their duration—does your program
allow you the time you need to
administer these? and 2) Is there
someone on your staff who is quali-
fied to administer such an assess-
ment? (Typically, the folks who sell
such instruments will not do so
without the name of someone who
has a graduate degree in social sci-
ence.)

How Can PA Help You
Design an Evaluation Plan?
Within the confines of our fre-
quently demanding schedules, we
are happy 1o give our clients
thoughts and ideas about their eval-
uation plans. We realize that some of
our publications lead readers o
believe that we have a Student
Attitude Inventory, the Tennessee
Self Concept Scale or the Piers
Harris Children's Self Concept Scale
that we can pop in the mail for you.
Sorry, we can't and if we did we'd
have some lawyers after us. The
Tennessee and the Piers Harris are
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ing. There are very

few studies within
the broad field of counseling or psy-
chotherapy which show such defini-
tive results.

What's a customer to do? What's

a customer to say? For the past sev-
eral years, we have shared an anno-
tated bibliography of information
available through most computer-
assisted searches that highlights
information about the wide field of
adventure programming. These stud-
ies, mostly evaluation studies, do
show the impact of adventure pro-
gramming on the self-concepts, loci
of control and behaviors of students
or clients participating in adventure
programming—much like the evalu-
ation in the original Islands of
Healing (Cason & Gillis, 1993). Our
typical next step is to say, this has
demonstrated to us that ABC
enhances self-esteem and all this
reliable research demonstrates that
enhanced self esteem is likely to
diminish the risk of (whatever
appropriate risk factors vou are
fighting). The bottom line is that
research studies on ABC program-
ming have not made it into the pub-
lished literature (a challenge for you,

1991, 1994; Gillis et al., 1995). We
hypothesize that this lack of statisti
cal change is due to the small num
bers of youth that are in our group
from week 1o week. In contrast, a
look at the well over 150 youth wh
participated in Challenge over seve
al years demonstrates improvement
in self-concept that are statistically
significant. (Statistical significance i
more easily obtained when looking
at large numbers of clients.) Our in
tial look at the first year of Legacy
shows that our clients are doing
treatment since their scores reflect
the anxiety and depression that log
cally result from a more honest loo
at themselves and their past behav-
ior (Simpson & Gillis, 1997). Our
clients who have been at Legacy th
longest show improvements in botl
self-esteem and in clinical measure:
(MMPI-Adolescent version) that are
consistent with our treatment objec
tives, Still, we have no control grou
and can only offer our granting
agency indicators of this change
coupled with the more important
information that the vast majority o
our clients who complete our pro-
grams do not engage in the behavi
for which they were referred to us.




Low recidivism is the most important
point to those who grant us money
and entrust us to do good work. We
are unable to say if it is the adven-
ture portions of our work that a-
chieve these results or if it is our
philosophy of group work or if it is
our caring and committed staff; we
are not in an environment {Il;ﬂ
allows us to separate these variables
into specific categories that can be
scrutinized scientifically. We know
that we do good work; our data
shows us that we do and, most
importantly, our clients’ behavior,
once they return to the environ-
ments from which they came, dem-
onstrates that they have transferred
what occurred in Challenge or
Choices or Legacy into more socially
appropriate behaviors.

Research with groups as well as
individuals in counseling environ-
ments has begun to value process
research as a method of finding out
what is happening during the time
clients are involved in groups. Using
process research, evaluators and/or
program staff attempt to measure the
day-to-day or week-to-week changes
that happen in groups. These mea-
sures can be both qualitative and
quantitative. At PA, we have often
used quantitative measures of how
group members feel that they them-
selves and their peers are working
on their goals. Historically we have
found that the average score of the
peers’ view of an individual group
member coincides with the staff's
determination of how that group
member is performing in the pro-
gram, This is a simple and cost-
effective method of taking the pulse
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of the group. Using a sheet of paper
with each group member’s name
typed on it, we ask group members
1o rate everyone (including him- or
herself) on how well they are work-
ing on their goals for the week (or
day). Using a calculator, we deter-
mine the average peer score for
each group member and compare
this to the score
he or she gave
themselves. The
results are often
shared with the
group in either
individual ses-
sions or as part
of a larger dis-
cussion of how
the group sees
each individual.
Such process
measures taken from the time we
give our pre-test to the time we give
our post-test have helped us make
more sense out of the outcome data
(pre-post) we have received. We
challenge vou to investigate ways (o
gather information on your groups
from day to day or from week to
week in nonthreatening and useful

ways. Such simple measures can
also apply to information that many
schools and community agencies
already have on hand.

There may be no need to spend
funds to purchase evaluation instru-
ments when information on the
behavior to be measured exists right
where the program is administered.

There may be no need to spend
funds to purchase evaluation
instruments when information on
the behaviour to be measured
exists right where the program is
administered.

“Look first within your own front
vard” is some of the advice Glenda
the good witch gave Dorothy in The
Wizard of Oz right before she asked
Dorothy to tap her heels together. It
can be advice worth taking.
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