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The following notes give a brief description of Discovery University, the sequence of steps of Discovery University’s evaluation process, and some findings of the evaluation, and recommendations. It concludes with some notes concerning the future of the program.     

A brief history of Discovery University
In 2004 a group with a vision of providing a university-level program to those who are homeless or low-income and with the hopes of  “foster(ing) a new sense of citizenship and a commitment to learning and critical thinking that could ultimately lead to social change,” formally constituted a Planning Committee with leadership from Marg Eisner and Deborah Dempsey of the Service Commission at First Baptist Church in Ottawa. 

Members of the planning committee contributed time, talents and materials, and sought support. Dr. Caroline Andrew of the University of Ottawa was able to assure teaching time and classroom space and Dr. Chantal Beauvais of Saint Paul University obtained computers through a generous donation from the Congregation of the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate.  A number of tasks were taken on in the planning process in order to ensure, as far as could be envisaged, that all possible barriers that might prevent an individual from attending the program were removed. The first course was offered in the Spring of 2005. It was called “Discovering Fiction,” - a course in literature, and taught by Dr. Henry Imbleau at the University of Ottawa.  The evaluation team was supervised by Dr. Tim Aubry and followed a process as described in the steps below. 

Sequence of steps of Discovery University’s evaluation process

Discovery University Planning Committee addresses the importance of evaluation, develops draft program logic model.(PLM), and invites Dr. Tim Aubry to assist with program evaluation.

((((((((
Evaluation Research Team (Leigh Karavasilis, Tiffany Hunt-Shanks, Vivien Runnels, Michele Laroche, Laura Goodine and Tim Aubry) draws up plan for evaluation including: determination of the type of evaluation (implementation evaluation); development of program logic model; and a time-line for implementation.  Planning Committee appoints sub–committee to work on the PLM and questions with the evaluation research team.          ((((((((
Research team fine-tunes the PLM used for the basis of the understanding of the program and the structure of the evaluation plan.    

((((((((
Research team seeks input and consults with sub-committee of the planning committee as to questions of interest and determines the overarching evaluation questions, and the methods best suited to collect information to answer the question.

((((((((
Research team develops plan of evaluation, timelines and methods. These include individual interviews with teacher and student, focus group with tutors and focus group with planning committee, and collection and complete review of Discovery University documentation. 

((((((((
Research team conducts all interviews, focus groups and reviews documentation, analyzes data and writes report with findings of the evaluation and recommendations. Planning Committee reviews the final report. 

Based on the program logic model, the implementation evaluation focused on questions of the process of recruitment, selection and accompaniment of students, course content and course processes, as well as evaluation of the professor and students’ satisfaction with the course.  We used a multi-informant, multi-method approach that consisted of individual interviews with students and the professor, and focus groups with tutors and the Discovery University Planning Committee, as well as a review of all documentation associated with the development of the program to answer the evaluation questions.

Selected findings 

The course process generally corresponded with the planned process. Students felt that they were given sufficient information to decide whether the course was a good fit for them, and feedback regarding the information and orientation sessions was generally positive. Students’ reactions to the material support provided for the course were generally positive. Participant retention was good with 17 of 20 (85%) participants who began the course completing it.  Students had the opportunity to participate in a non-credit university level course that was delivered in a manner that both facilitated their learning, and suited their abilities. The majority of students along with the professor indicated that having support workers in the classroom was an encouraging experience, in addition to providing accompaniment for the students.  Overall, the student feedback about the class format and discussions was positive.  

Although some role uncertainty was experienced by tutors at the beginning of the program, feedback provided from the professor and students revealed that for those students who had tutors, it was a beneficial and helpful experience. Overall, the student-tutor relationship was characterized as mutually respectful. 

The professor was pivotal in enabling the students to feel relaxed in all phases of the program, in particular, in the classroom setting. The students’ perceptions of the professor were overwhelmingly positive. Several students acknowledged both his admirable personal qualities and relational skills. Respect and appreciation was also expressed for his competence, and knowledge of the material. 

Overall, the participants were highly satisfied with the course.  Generally, it went beyond their expectations, they enjoyed it immensely and they had little that they disliked.  All of the students responded that the course had greatly impacted either upon their lives or upon their appreciation of English literature.

Some recommendations
Recommendations included continuing to offer  information sessions to potential participants and orientation sessions to participants, and monitoring people who drop out of the program in order to assess any special needs or considerations that might be addressed in future participant recruitment. Clarification of course expectations and goals were recommended for students.  It was recommended that course instructors be experienced teachers who have group facilitation skills as well as effective interpersonal abilities. 

Given the important role of tutors in fostering a supportive relationship with the students it was recommended that their role be clarified and that they also participate in the orientation sessions.  It was recommended that tutors receive training sessions and support from the professor with respect to class content.  It was recommended that a tutor training session that focused on expectations and responsibilities, class processes, format and expectations (i.e. assignments), and student/tutor boundaries (i.e. personal/ethical issues) be implemented. It was also recommended that participant satisfaction continue to be assessed in order to appropriately monitor and modify the program where needed.  

Discovery University hopes to continue to give individuals an educational opportunity that they might not have otherwise. The Discovery University Planning Committee was pleased to announce recently that the Catherine Donnelly Foundation is providing some financial support to continue the program. 

The Evaluation Research Team sincerely thanks the many participants who contributed valuable information to the program evaluation.  Most importantly, congratulations are extended to the students of “Discovering Fiction” for their success in the program.   

Vivien Runnels
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