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BACKGROUND
This instructional design project for our client, Focus on the Family™ (FOTF), was a collaborative effort by four University of Colorado at Denver (UCD) cohorts: Deborah Paulson, Timeri Tolnay, Linda Wooten, and me. FOTF is a Christian-centered organization located in Colorado Springs, Colorado. 
Focus on the Family’s foundational mission is to “...preserve traditional values and the institution of the family.”  To that end, it was the desire of FOTF to promote positive value traits in areas outside of their normal distribution channels as an altruistic gesture. They realized that by providing character education to parents and schools they would help produce more ethical, responsible, and caring young people, which in turn would improve society as a whole. 
PROBLEM STATEMENT
FOTF acknowledged the widespread use of character education principles in schools across the country. While FOTF applauded the efforts to promote character traits in the schools, they still felt that not enough was being done to involve the parents—the people who have the most to gain and who are the most influential when it comes to teaching and modeling these traits. Thus, FOTF wanted to strengthen this neglected link.
SOLUTION
The business objective was to advance the goals of FOTF through educational channels, primarily involving parents in the explicit instruction of a predefined set of character traits. Since FOTC is a nonprofit organization, the emphasis was to create an inexpensive, yet effective, set of instructional materials for third graders and their parents.
Through early research, we recognized that many character trait programs were available and were currently being used (to differing degrees) in the Colorado Springs school districts. However, it was the contention of FOTF that not enough was being done to include the parents in the process; that is, most character education was being implemented piecemeal, within the various subjects being taught. 

FOTF’s desire was to have the UCD team develop a new set of materials that would focus on parental involvement. These materials would supplement (not replace) other character education strategies available in the schools. Further, the goal was to concentrate on nine specific character traits, one for each of the nine school months. The general audience was K-5, but we could choose a specific grade for proof-of-concept modeling. We chose the 3rd grade as our target audience. The long-range goal was to be able to adapt our instructional kits for any grade within K-5 and to make these materials available nationwide.

The UCD team prototyped an instructional package designed for the parent/child interaction, as well as teacher support materials. All materials are available for download at www.GreatTraits.com. 
As a team, we worked together to develop the design framework. Then, each team member was assigned specific responsibilities as they related to the project objectives. I was responsible for writing instructions and motivational sections for the parents, developing inspirational graphics, and providing input for the GreatTraits web site—a site that was developed in support of the character education program.
RATIONALE FOR SOLUTION

FOTF was interested in advancing the foundational principles of its mission statement and this project was just one example of its total outreach program. The one thing we wanted the parents and children to gain was an increased knowledge of character traits with concrete, real-world experience to help assimilate these traits into their everyday lives.

Good character is NOT formed automatically; rather, it is developed over time through a sustained process of teaching, examples, learning, and practice. The intentional teaching of good character is particularly important in today’s society since youth face many opportunities and dangers unknown to earlier generations. They are bombarded with many more negative influences through the media and other external sources prevalent in today’s culture. And, at the same time, there are many more day-to-day pressures impinging on the time that parents and children have together. Studies show that children spend, on average, only 38.5 minutes a week (33.4 hours a year) in meaningful conversation with his or her parents, while they spend 1500 hours watching television (American Family Research Council, 1990 and Harper’s, November, 1999). With that in mind, parents must be intentional, they must be proactive, and they must be comprehensive in their work to encourage the development of these fundamental character traits. We knew that the results—no matter how big or small—would be worthy of parental involvement.

ANALYSIS 
The goal of the project, as presented by FOTF, was to design a proof-of-concept model for third graders in two school districts (D-11 and D-20). These two districts were good candidates for our research because they represented the two ends of the socio-economic continuum. The project team was contracted to provide appropriate educational materials for nine character traits—one for each school month. Assuming acceptance by the two school districts and using the proof-of-concept model, the materials would be adapted to higher and lower elementary school grades and ultimately marketed nationwide.

Early in the analysis phase of the project, the team made a list of the crucial success factors. At a minimum, we knew we must: 
· Understand the target audience—3rd graders and their parents. This would allow us to design the instructional material at the appropriate level.

· Understand what was required to motivate parents to become involved, identifying the factors that would contribute to probable success.

· Understand what teachers like and dislike about mandated programs such as these. 
· Market the program well with all stakeholders. Their support (or lack thereof) would unquestionably determine the degree of our success.

Further, to ensure we provided FOTF with the best possible product, we conducted a thorough front-end analysis of the problem, taking into consideration such issues as: target audiences, learning environment, objectives, competition, and risk assessment. The results of these analyses were provided to FOTF in the form of three project deliverables: Project Definition, Analysis Report, and Strategy Statement.
RESULTS
Our project was designed with an emphasis on providing a proof-of-concept model. FOTF and the project team members realized there would be no time to conduct a summative evaluation and thus determine the overall effectiveness of our effort. We did, however, conduct a usability study as part of our formative evaluation strategy. Again, due to time constraints, we had little empirical data in which to draw a conclusion. 

Usability Strategy

The usability strategy for evaluating the effectiveness of the materials developed for the FOTF character education program involved a variety of stakeholders and ancillary participants. Each archetypal group—in the order of their anticipated value to the usability assessment—is provided below. 

District 11 and District 20 Third-Grade Students and Parents

The primary target audience was third grade students and their parents in the D-11 and D-20 school districts. Success of the program depended on the strength of the instructional materials and the bond between parent and child. Recognizing this, the UCD team intended to conduct random one-on-one interviews with parents to solicit their candid opinions of the merits and faults of all instructional materials, but the 75-mile separation between the team and the target group proved to be insurmountable. 
We also intended to hold a “town meeting” focus group to hear the opinions of target audience users. We wanted to ask them about what we could realistically expect in terms of their commitment to the program (time and effort). We intended to present samples of the instructional materials and ask their honest opinions of the stories, characters, activities, etc.  Information gathered from both of these sources would help influence the final changes to the instructional materials and the manner in which they were distributed.

Third Grade Students and Parents in the Denver Area 

Since we could not interview children and parents in the Colorado Springs school districts, UCD team members sought feedback from third grade students and their parents in nearby neighborhoods. The child-parent team liked the materials, but, because we knew the participants, we considered the results inconclusive.
Third Grade School Teachers

We talked with third-grade school teachers from Denver-area schools. We concluded that, based on their experience with this age group and their involvement with the parents, they could provide invaluable guidance as it applies to the level of the instructional material, their willingness to provide needed motivational assistance for the monthly character trait program, and any other “gottchas” that might diminish the overall effectiveness of the program. 
District 11 and District 20 School Superintendents 

The superintendents of Districts 11 and 20 were obviously key stakeholders of the character education program. UCD team members made a presentation to the superintendents and other key school stakeholders to explain the character education program features and benefits. Each person attending the meeting was given a sample package of the materials for review. We realized that getting buy-in from this important group of individuals would go along way toward the success of the program.
EVIDENCE OF VALUE
Near the end of the semester, we sent final copies of all instructional materials to FOTF for their final approval.  We also made a presentation to the superintendents of D-11 and D-20. Based on their comments, we exceeded their objectives in terms of quality and instructional effectiveness. The D-11 superintendent made a decision to beta test the materials in select grade schools during the 2004-05 school year.
Given more time, we planned to perform a summative evaluation to determine the overall impact on the target audiences. The teacher kit included questions for both the parents and the teachers to determine the extent of behavioral changes they had witnessed over the nine month program. (Samples of the pre and post tests are available on the GreatTraits.com web site.) FOTF also intends to do conduct surveys to verify the results of the educational materials and strategy. 
REFLECTIONS

From this experience, I learned that it is difficult to satisfy both our client (Focus on the Family) and the UCD Design Studio requirements. There were times when we felt as if we were completing tasks with no “value add” to the client, and vice versa. 

For the most part our team structure worked fairly well. We used our diverse skill set to our advantage. If I had to do the project over again, I would define the project roles more clearly and apportion the tasks differently. I would also establish better review cycle and file system structures.

It was a pleasure to work with everyone at Focus on the Family. Their willingness to help us with every facet of project development made this educational project a win-win situation. The staff at FOTF had years of experience working on similar projects. Their editorial, graphic, and project expertise was unparalleled. 

Lessons Learned

In our final presentation to the superintendents, there were three key takeaways that provided interesting insights about our development effort.
1. Our instructional materials could have been a bit better had we known the concerns and constraints of the two school district superintendents. We missed the mark in some areas because we didn’t have access to all the stakeholders.
2. It was interesting to note the dichotomous viewpoints of the two school superintendents. One said the materials were overly simple and therefore of little use, and the other superintendent said we hit the mark exactly. We also noted that one superintendent seemed to be controlled by the parental pressure, whereas the other was considered to be more of a maverick—someone who cared more about doing the right thing for the children, even if it was at the expense of his job.

3. In retrospect, we probably should have spent more time researching how to motivate the parents to become more involved with their kids education. This was the central thread for everything we were trying to do. Knowing this may have changed the way we designed the educational materials for the target audience.
RESPONSIBILITIES MET
This project met the following responsibilities:
Responsibility #2 – Designs instruction or human performance strategy to meet the needs of learners

This project was specifically designed to be used in conjunction with the integrated character education program used in the public school system. Analysis, design, development, implementation, and evaluation principles were used during this project to meet the specific needs of the target audience. 

Responsibility #3 – Uses a variety of media to deliver instruction to students and to engage students in learning

The instructional materials for the FOTF project are downloadable from the GreatTraits.com web site. Because students come from diverse socio-economic backgrounds (where computers may not be available), the materials are also distributed in a hardcopy format.

Responsibility #4 – Understands how to capitalize on the capabilities of each learner

Although the target audience is third-grade students and their parents, this audience is very broad in terms of socio-economic implementation. The materials were designed for D-11 and D-20 school districts, but they will be adapted to higher and lower elementary grades, and ultimately the materials will be marketed to the FOTF constituency. The instructional materials were purposely designed to meet this broad audience group.

Responsibility #5 – Manages complex projects and resources in support of learning

This project involved a variety of project management skills, which included: participating in team meetings, producing status reports, maintaining a MS Project schedule, meeting project deliverables, preparing for and conducting meetings, and managing team dynamics. The Design Studio project is an arduous project that has to be completed within a short period of time. Project management skills are a necessity.

