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An Evaluation of the Effectiveness of Florida Choices Implementation
in High Schools: Technical Report No. 20

Abstract

Experience has shown that implementation problems limit the effectiveness of computer-
assisted career guidance (CACG) systems. Implementation problems generally involve planning,
integration of CACG systems within career services, training, and staff anxiety and resistance,
While a considerable amount of research has been conducted to examine the process and
outcomes of CACG use, little research has been conducted on the process or outcomes of CACG
system implementation. The purpose of this evaluation is to provide preliminary evaluation data
on the implementation of Florida Choices in public high schools. The sample of schools included
in this study was representative of high schools in Florida in terms of school size (small, medium,
and large) and school location (urban and rural). All participating schools had been using Florida
Choices for at least two years. A total of seventeen Florida high schools, representing both rural
and urban geographical areas participated in this study. The results of this study were consistent
with implementation problems that have been noted in the literature. Implementation factors,
such as enablers, barriers, and additional resources needed, appeared to be consistent across
schools, Irrespective of being from a small, medium, or large school, staff perceived training,

collaboration, and resources as key implementation issues. Recommendations for improving
implementation of Florida Choices are presented.
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Background

Computer-assisted career guidance (CACG) has been defined as "on-line systems whose
purpose is to engage the user in interactive material that either teaches and monitors a career
planning process, or at least provides data to be used by the individual in educational and
vocational decision making" (Harris-Bowlsbey, 1990, p. 11). Most CACG systems share a similar
core sequence that reflects a rational decision-making model. The following core elements,
typically referred to as modules or sections, are found in virtually all CACG systems: 1) Self-
assessment related to psychological constructs (such as values, interests, or skills) and/or labor
market information constructs, (such as anticipated demand for workers, physical requirements,
indoor/outdoor work); 2) Generation of occupational alternatives based on self-assessment

variables; and 3) Dissemination of occupational and/or educational information (Sampson,
Peterson, and Reardon, 1989).'

The effectiveness of any CACG system is a function of both the design and the use of the
software, In terms of promoting career exploration and decision making, a good CACG system
that is poorly used may be no more effective than a poorly designed system. While research and
evaluation studies have shown positive outcomes from CACG use (Sampson, 1984; Sampson,
Norris, & Reardon, 1995), problems of uneven quality of system use have been noted. Five
patterns of poor quality CACG use have been identified in the literature and include: (1) using
systems as a substitute for needed services (Rayman, 1989,1990); (2) failing to connect system
use with the counseling process (Gysbers, 190); (3) using systems indiscriminately without
attending to the varying needs of clients (Sampson & Reardon, 1991); (4) allowing systems to
proliferate to the point where staff are incapable of remaining up-to-date with system functioning
(Sampson & Reardon, 1991); and (5) overuse of systems as a universal solution to client
problems (Gysbers, 1990),

A common theme in the above patterns of poor quality system use is a lack of congruence
among client needs, existing organizational services, and CACG software. The implementation
process provides an opportunity to reconcile client needs, organizational functioning, and CACG
system use. For the purposes of this paper, implementation is defined as “a sequential process of
revising or adding strategies to utilize computer technology within an organization for the
purpose of meeting needs in a more effective manner” (Sampson, 1984, p. 188).

Implementation problems noted in the literature generally involve planning, integration of
CACG systems within career services, training, and staff anxiety and resistance. CACG planning
problems included: the tendency for nonexistent or reactive planning instead of a proactive
approach (Sampson, Shahnasarian & Reardon, 1987); inadequate needs assessment (Riesenberg,
1983); poor linkage of needs and computer use (Ballantine & Strebler, 1990); piecemeal adoption
practices (Walz, 1987); and limited counselor input in decision making (Rayman, 1989; Sampson,
1984). CACG integration problems included the lack a suitable context for using information

! For additional details on CACG systems, see Association of Computer-Based Systems for
Career Information (1995), National Occupational Information Coordinating Committee (1989;
1994), Sampson (1994), Sampson & Reardon (1991), and Sampson, et al. (1990, 1995).
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resources (Chapman & Katz, 1983), and confusion regarding the role of the counselor (Taylor,
1988). CACG training problems included: the low priority that training received when resources
were limited (Ballantine & Strebler, 1990); the lack of general computer training (Walz &
Benjamin, 1984); and the lack of specific CACG training (Rayman, 1989; Sampson, Shahnasarian,
& Reardon, 1987). CACG staff anxiety and resistance problems included; general resistance to
using computers in counseling (Rayman, 1990); fear of replacement (Bluhm, 1988): and negative
staff attitudes caused by poor software installation (Watts, Kidd, & Knasel, 1989).

Statement of the Problem

The literature cited above indicate that implementation is a barrier to effective CACG use.
While a considerable amount of research has been conducted to examine the process and
outcomes of CACG use (Sampson, Norris, & Reardon, 1995), little research has been conducted
on the process or outcomes of CACG system implementation. The data that does exist are mostly
anecdotal, based on the observations of practitioners and researchers, While anecdotal data
provide a useful indication of the range of implementation problems encountered, the lack of a
systematic approach limits the conclusions that can be drawn. Given the importance of successful
implementation to effective CACG use, research and evaluation involving CACG implementation
are clearly needed.

Purpose

The purpose of this evaluation is to provide preliminary evaluation data on the
implementation of Florida Choices in public high schools. Practitioners, CACG system
developers, and researchers are potential consumers of the evaluation data generated by this
study. Practitioners may gain a better understanding of current implementation practice that leads
to more realistic perceptions of the issues and processes involved in successfully implementing a
CACG system. CACG system developers may gain a better understanding of current
implementation practice that can be subsequently used in creating improved system-specific
implementation models and/or recommendations. Researchers may obtain data that guide the
development of more focused research and evaluation studies,

Methodology

Participants

The sample of schools included in this study was representative of high schools in Florida
in terms of school size [small (300-500 students), medium (500-800 students), and large(800-
1200 students)] and school location (urban and rural). Seventeen schools were included, five
schools were small in size, six were medium, and six were large. Nine schools were in urban
locations and eight schools were in rural settings. All participating schools had been using Florida
Choices for at least two years. A staff member from each school completed a telephone survey
evaluating the effectiveness of Florida Choices implementation in their guidance program,
Respondents included occupational specialists, directors of guidance, and media specialists.
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Florida Choices

Participant responses to telephone interview questions were based on experience with the
1994-95 version of Florida Choices, with the exception of two schools that had not yet loaded the
1994-95 software due to hardware limitations, The 1994-95 version of Florida Choices included
a self-assessment of interests, the identification of occupational and educational alternatives, and
the presentation of occupational, educational, and financial aid information (including Florida-
specific data). Training available for Florida Choices included: 1) Sessions presented at state-
wide conferences; 2) School-based training workshops by Florida Department of Education staff
or representatives of the developer of Florida Choices; and 3) School-based presentations
provided by an experienced school staff member.

Procedures

The following procedures were used in conducting this study, A research plan, including
sampling procedures and telephone interview questions, were collaboratively developed among
the authors and Florida Department of Education (FDOE) staff. An FDOE staff member, who
was familiar with Florida Choices use, provided phone numbers and addresses of contact persons
at the selected schools. One of the authors then conducted all of the telephone interviews over a
period of four months. The data were then aggregated into the Tables presented in the results
section of this report. FDOE staff and the Florida Choices system developer were given an
opportunity to comment on factual elements of the final draft of the report. The data obtained
and the conclusions reached remain the sole responsibility of the authors.

Each of the following questions were asked in each telephone interview. Questions 1
through 8 provided contextual background for the specific implementation data sought in
questions 9 through 12.

1) How long has Florida Choices been available at your school?

2) How long have you worked with Florida Choices?

3 Where is Florida Choices located in your school?

4) How are you currently using Florida Choices?

5) In which guidance and instructional programs is Florida Choices currently used?

6) What type of assistance, if any, is provided to students before, during, and after Florida
Choices use? If assistance is available, who is responsible for helping?

7) In what areas has Florida Choices been most effective?

8) In what areas has Florida Choices been least effective?
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9) Who has been involved in implementing Florida Choices?
(Implementation is defined as: a sequence of steps completed to incorporate Florida
Choices into a guidance program that includes system selection, planning for system
use, staff training, evaluation, and refinement,)

10) What helped you to implement Florida Choices?
11) What barriers hindered your implementation of Florida Choices?

12) What additional resources or services, if any, would have assisted you in better
implementing Florida Choices?

Limitations

First, since only one CACG system was used in this study, it is not appropriate to
generalize the results to other CACG systems. It is possible that a unique influence on the
implementation process was exerted by the design of the Florida Choices software in relation to
other CACG systems, the implementation support materials provided by the CACG system
developer, and the nature of the training services provided by the developer and the FDOE.,
Given the growing similarities among CACG systems noted by Sampson and Reardon (1991), this
limitation may not be as problematic today as it was in the past. Second, data were collected from
only one staff person at each school, leaving open the possibility that the unique perceptions of
one individual in each school may have overly influenced the results.

Results

Tables 1, 2, and 3 provide responses by the various schools to the twelve survey
questions, for small, medium, and large high schools, respectively. Examination of responses
from the various schools for the first eight survey questions reveal that Florida Choices was being
used in a variety of ways within small, medium, and large schools. The availability of Florida
Choices and staff familiarity with Florida Choices ranged from | to 17 years. Florida Choices
appeared to be located in a variety of areas within a school, ranging from the guidance center to
computer labs and classrooms. Florida Choices was used in many different ways, from individual
appointments to classroom experiences, as well as various structured guidance and instructional
Programs.

Types of assistance provided for Florida Choices before, during, and after system use
varied across schools. Assistance before system use included individual, group and classroom
orientation provided by either counselors, teachers, occupational specialists, peer counselors, or
volunteers, Assistance provided during system use seemed to be on an as-needed basis for most
schools. Assistance provided after system use included individual interpretation of printouts
(provided by counselors, teachers, occupational specialists, peer advisors or volunteers), and
integrating printouts with other career library resources.

The number of people reported as being involved in implementation ranged from one
person to several people (including technical specialists, teachers, administrators, volunteers,
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principals, and a curriculum director). Information on careers and colleges, scholarships, and the
search functions were identified as areas in which Florida Choices is most effective. Areas in
which Florida Choices was reported being least effective seemed to vary greatly for each site.
Two consistent areas mentioned were the rate at which occupations were dropped and financial
aid data.

In reviewing the responses to the first eight questions, it appeared that Florida Choices is
used in a variety of ways. Schools differ, almost from site to site, on familiarity with Florida
Choices, where it was located, and perceived strengths and weaknesses of the system.

Questions 9, 10, 11, and 12 addressed specific questions about the implementation
process. Concerning who was involved in implementation (Question 9), no clear pattern of
responsibility was apparent. A wide variety of professional and paraprofessional school staff were
involved, with occasional participation by school district staff and parent volunteers.

With respect to the question of what helped with implementation (Question 10), common
answers across all levels of schools included training and collaboration among staff. Training
included experiences delivered by school-based staff and Florida Department of Education staff
Collaboration involved support from administrators and active involvement of teachers and other
personnel. Having available resources, as well as an awareness that a need existed and having a
philosophy toward improving services to students, were two other responses that were given,

A lack of resources and a lack of collaboration among staff were identified as barriers that
hindered implementation (Question 11), The absence of adequate funding, the limited time
available to learn how the program functions, and space constraints were identified as resource
barriers, Scheduling conflicts involving access to computers and the need for students to be
released from competing classroom activities were also identified as factors that hindered
implementation. In the case of two schools, available software was not loaded due to the lack of
appropriate computer resources.

Two common themes were identified as factors that would have aided in implementation
(Question 12). These included issues surrounding resources and training. Having a better quality
and a greater quantity of computers were identified as principle resource issues. Training
suggestions included: 1) Demonstrating how Florida Choices could be incorporated into existing
guidance and instructional programs; 2) Providing a hands-on focus in training; and 3) Explaining
and discussing the implementation process.

Discussion

The results of this study were consistent with implementation problems that have been
noted in the literature. As stated previously, implementation problems have involved planning,
integration of CACG systems within career services, training, and staff anxiety and resistance,
While inadequate training has been noted as a problem in the literature, in this study, training was
perceived as facilitating implementation of Florida Choices. Proactive selection of Florida
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Choices training as a priority for FDOE staff efforts, likely led to training not being perceived as
an implementation barrier.

Barriers associated with collaboration among school staff related to planning and
integration of Florida Choices into school guidance and instructional programs. Planning tasks
allow staff the opportunity to clarify, and hopefully reach consensus on, student needs that Florida
Choices use is intended to address. Planning also allows clarification and consensus building on
how to best integrate Florida Choices into existing guidance and instructional efforts, Taking
time for planning communicates the importance of career guidance in the development of
students. Seeking staff input in the planning process facilitates subsequent staff commitment to
effectively follow-through with implementation, Involvement of stakeholders (such as parents,
local employers, and educators) in the planning process, can facilitate obtaining additional
financial resources that can be used to purchase computers and add staff time. While staff anxiety
was not identified as a barrier, collaboration problems may be a form of resistance, stemming from
a lack of involvement of teachers in planning the use of Florida Choices.

Consistency in the results of this study was also evident across school size.
Implementation factors, such as enablers, barriers, and additional resources needed, appeared to
be consistent across schools. Irrespective of being from a small, medium, or large school, staff
perceived training, collaboration, and resources as key implementation issues. Furthermore,
responses to background questions one through eight, indicated that Florida Choices was being
used in a variety of ways. In spite of this variety of system use, implementation factors remained
consistent across schools.

Consistency was also evident in staff responses to the three questions dealing with
implementation issues. Training was perceived as an enabler and an additional resource needed.
Resources (computers and staff time) were perceived as a barrier and an additional resource
needed. Collaboration was perceived as an enabler and the lack of collaboration was perceived as
a barrier.

Recommendations

Data from this study suggest that training is a key element associated with staff
perceptions of effective CACG system implementation. In addition to being perceived as valuable
in and of itself, training, and follow-through activities emanating from training, provide
opportunities for staff collaboration in planning CACG system use and coordinated solicitation of
needed resources that were noted as implementation barriers. Thus, this study provides support

tor the continued funding of training development and delivery. The following recommendations
are offered;

1) Current training materials for Florida Choices, related to the design and use of the system, need
regular updating that reflects system evolution and state initiatives in education and labor,
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2) Current training materials for Florida Choices need to be expanded to include the
implementation process. Emphasis needs to be placed on staff collaboration in planning and
evaluating system use, as well as soliciting additional resources.

3) Implementation training materials need to be setting specific, e.g., high schools, postsecondary
schools, and one-stop career centers.

4) Funding for training delivery needs to be considered in the budgeting process for individual
organizations and state agencies.

5) Training design and delivery needs to be regularly evaluated to ensure maximum cost-
effectiveness,
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