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Waawiyeyaa Evaluation Tool: Questions and Answers

1. Is this the only tool that you would use in a program evaluation?

No.  This is designed to gather outcome data.  A typical evaluation would want to know more than simply outcomes, such as process and output data.  Triangulation of data between respondents and between data gathering techniques is important to validate findings.  Other methods can include program staff case notes to corroborate participant stories.  Partner agency contacts could also assist in corroborating participant stories and program staff case notes.  
2. When would an evaluator use this tool?

It was designed to promote program up-take of systematic data collection in Aboriginal settings.  It is also designed for use by external evaluators who would hold group sessions with program participants.  

It is ideal to use this tool at the start and end of a program with one or two intervals in-between, depending on the length of the program.  For example, a ten month program could utilize the tool four times – at start-up, three months, six months, and ten months.  A six week program would use the tool at start-up and at the end of the program.  
It has also been used as an after-only measure.  It is well situated for this, since the participants are telling a story that has taken place over time – it provides retrospective data.  

3. How could program staff use this tool to support ongoing evaluation of program participant perspectives of program effectiveness?

Since they are telling the stories that matter to them in their own personal reflection of what has happened in their lives since they have been involved in the program, they are well suited to speak about program effectiveness.  They will articulate the program factors that made a difference to them and in many cases this will define the most important program factors that contributed to positive change in their lives.
4. Is this tool only appropriate for Aboriginal audiences?

No. We have non-Aboriginal focussed programs utilizing the tool.  This is a matter of discretion on the side of the program.  Any program that focuses on the continual growth and constant struggle for balance within their participants can benefit from this tool.  The Tree of Life is a metaphor that anyone can relate to.  The teaching about the four selves is highly recognized even outside of Aboriginal settings.  The principles include balance among all four selves: spiritual, cognitive, emotional, and physical.
5. Has the tool been tested?  Are there measures of reliability and validity?

In terms of reaching validity within the evaluation methodologies, one could include a triangulated design to assure validity of the Tool’s findings.  Staff interviews can be held to discuss their observations of the cohort of participants.   Ideally they would verify their understanding of each individual’s story that was shared, this could be built into the consent form for the research/evaluation project.  A third source of validity would be parents for youth participants where you likely could not share the actual story but you could ask them to share a story about their children form their own words (i.e., by holding a parent story telling Tool session).  Another third source could be partner agencies of the program.  Again, it likely is not suitable to share the individual’s story, but instead, an inter-agency Tool session could be held (that could also include the program staff) where they are asked to record a story or two or three of participants that are in the program that they have worked with.  These approaches would provide a strong validation process. 

With regard to Reliability of the results, this is the entire reason this method was developed.  Survey tools are foreign and uncomfortable for Aboriginal people.  The same is true for any person in general, with limited education and participation in mainstream society, such as experience in the workplace.  This tool utilizes a method for sharing knowledge and personal information that is able to get at stories and understanding beyond what a typical survey tool can accomplish.  The tool also surpasses typical qualitative inquiry.  While a soft-measure approach may yield stories, these are at risk of participants desire to share with the interviewer.   It is near impossible to request participants to write a story since these risk being brief and scattered.  Other methods, such a theatre are dependent on peoples comfort level in acting and would risk a significant number of participants would not engage and these more often represent a group perspective rather than individual.  

The strength of the Tool is its promotion of the use of a specific storytelling method to extract the desired data from participants. It collects at the individual level.  It allows the participants to work independently and engage in self-reflection to the extent they feel safe and desire because it is not prescriptive in what is asked of them.  

6. Can the data be used for quantitative analysis?

Among a single cohort at one time interval or over time, the analysis approach can quantify the data.  The quantifiable data are the progress participants make in addressing crises from Awareness to Standing Tall.  This is a six stage model of progress.  With further couching of quantifiable measures up to 20 data points from spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical awareness on any of the crises up to spiritual, emotional, mental and physical strength in standing tall.

We do not intend to develop standardized measures for this tool since it is not a risk assessment.  It is possible however, within your cohort of participants to perform advanced statistical analyses, if the numbers warrant such an approach.  Reliability and validity are really applicable when you are sampling from the participant population.  When you sample you need to know if the results you have captured are generalizable to the entire population of your participant group.  This is a challenge with any research method.  Best practice is not to sample.  If you do sample, you can check for validity by comparing results for any of the 20 data points, among the cohort.

7. How is the qualitative information coded and interpreted?
This is fully explained in the full manual that accompanies the DVD.  The tool is designed to feed into a systematic analytical process.  The analytical method identifies the crises or challenges participants identify in their stories, and the progress they have identified, are mapped to the Tending the Fire Program model of growth.  From Crisis, participants are expected to reach several subsequent levels: Awareness, Ownership, Releasing/Letting Go, Building on Strengths, and Standing Tall.  The growth from a state of Crisis to Standing Tall, are charted for each Crisis.  This provides a quick reference to track growth over time.  
8. Who would be present at a session where the tool is administered?  

If you are an external evaluator, a program service provider should at least introduce you and depending on the advice of the service provider there is no anticipated bias expected form the provider staying for the duration of the session.  

9. Are program staff present when the tool is administered?  If so, how do you control for the potential participant bias that this could create?   (For example, would they be more likely to report that the program is effective if the program manager/staff are present to please the program staff)?

No.  Participants are engaged in their own story, what is real to them and important to them.  The focus of the session is for them to create a story that they will keep for themselves.  They work alone on the story and can easily work in private in a room of other participants, such as moving around the room to a spot they feel comfortable.

10. Given the self reflection component of the storytelling tool and the potential application in sensitive program areas such as mental health or substance abuse settings, how do you ensure that participants are given the appropriate supports in the event that the exercise triggers an emotional response?

We suggest that the program provider is present for this type reason. If you are a fly in and our evaluator, you will want to ensure a service provider is aware of your research and you have provided this persons contact information to session participants.  This is a standard procedure with any kind of researcher that involves storytelling and/or asking participants to explain how a program has profoundly impacted their lives.  
11. As an evaluator, how should I choose the story that I tell? 
If you expect participants to share with you, you should be willing and open to sharing with them as well.  It is important that the facilitator choose a story/ journey that are applicable to the program area or the context of the evaluation.  This will help participants see how their own story applies to the program area.
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