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Program Assessment Team (PAT) Reviews

A Brief History -- The origins of PATs derives from several converging factors

The federal program office for the first 25 years conducted on-site reviews of all programs, at first annually and than every second year.  

These site visits were in part a review of omnibus proposals submitted for funding and evaluation of performance, especially for the outreach programs.

By the 1990’s, the Sea Grant network had matured to the point where all programs were conducting their own peer review process of research proposals before sending them on to NOAA.

The redundancy of this type of review was cited in the 1994 Ocean Studies Board’s report, “A Review of the NOAA National Sea Grant College Program.”

To quote:  “The review process for research proposals should be decoupled from the NSGO evaluation of state programs …  Standard scientific and peer review procedures should be implemented for all state Sea Grant programs.  … NSGO should evaluate the success of each state program on a four-year cycle, using, in part retrospective information on recent achievements, based on measures for each of the three areas of research, education, and outreach.”

As an aside, the same recommendation also called for the Sea Grant Review Panel to evaluate the NSGO.  The Panel completed this review in 2002 (Duce Committee) and it is the subject of a session this afternoon.

In 1998, Congress reauthorized the Sea Grant program after a year’s delay.  The legislation codified the OSB’s ideas:  

“With respect to sea grant colleges and sea grant

institutes, the Director shall—

‘‘(A) evaluate the programs of sea grant colleges and

sea grant institutes, using the priorities, guidelines, and

qualifications established by the Secretary;”

and

… the  Secretary shall establish guidelines related to the activities and responsibilities of sea grant colleges and sea grant institutes. Such guidelines shall include requirements for the conduct of merit review by the sea grant colleges and sea grant institutes of proposals for grants and contracts … providing, at a minimum, for standardized documentation of such proposals and peer review of all research projects.”

Implementation
By 1995, the Sea Grant Association had developed several white papers on new approaches to program evaluation, much of this effort spearheaded by Bob Malouf.

The NSGO at the same time had developed several documents exploring how to evaluate the effectiveness of Sea Grant programs.

In 1996, the NSGO, based on a recommendation of the Review Panel, engaged three veteran Sea Grant folks with extensive experience to develop a blue print on the Evaluation of Sea Grant Programs.  The Committee consisted of BJ Copeland, former director of NC Sea Grant; Bud Griswold, former NSGO Director of Outreach Programs; and Carlos Fetterolf, Chair of the Sea Grant Review Panel’s Subcommittee on Procedures. 

In consultation with the SGA, the Sea Grant Review Panel, and a host of outside experts, the Copeland-Griswold-Fetterolf committee in 1997 issued its report, “Evaluation of Sea Grant Programs: Recommendations for the Protocol, Criteria, and Scheduling for Program Evaluation.”

It was this report where the PAT review and name were born.  The evaluation criteria and benchmarks that were used in the first cycle of PATs, and that will be used largely unchanged in the second cycle about to get underway, were developed in this process.  I will speak more about the second cycle of PATs later.  

In addition, their report also spoke to the importance of making evaluation an on-going process with the goal of improving all Sea Grant programs. Continuous dialog between the program and the NSGO program officer was essential to this.

Their report affirmed the importance of each program having a strategic planning and implementation process.  It endorsed all program’s conducting a self-evaluation process periodically, either by itself or as part of their institution’s evaluation.  Topical assessments, or TATs, were proposed for those situations where the NSGO and program director jointly decided to review one program component – e.g. education, extension.   

The report recommended the NSGO providing merit-funding allocations based on the results of program performance.  This has become part of the NSGO’s final evaluation of the 7 or 8 programs that had PAT reviews the previous year.

The Copeland et. al report was widely vetted throughout the Sea Grant network and accepted by the Panel who recommended to the NSGO Director that it be implemented.

Dr. Baird set about implementing the report recommendations, and by 1998 most of the operational framework was in place.  The very first PAT took place in May 1998 at MIT.  

The First Cycle of PATs

The first cycle of the Sea Grant Review Panel conducted PATs, 1998 through 2001, with great care.  Each team had the benefit of having a Sea Grant program director as an official member of the team.  Other high-level scientists, educators, and administrators from academia, government, and industry were recruited to joint the teams.  More than 80 individuals served on one or more PATs.  That’s dedication.

The Panel conducts annual training sessions for its members to provide quality control and standardization of the PAT’s understanding of the criteria and benchmarks.

At the conclusion of the first four-year cycle, Ron Baird asked the Review Panel to put together a Committee comprised of Panel members and Sea Grant directors to review all aspects of program evaluation.  John Toll headed the committee.  I was also a member along with Jon Kramer, Bob Malouf, Carlos Fetterolf, and Judy Weis.

The Toll Committee

The Toll Committee issued its report in October 2001.  It contained nearly 40 recommendations covering all aspects of program evaluation.  A little less than one-half of these addressed issues of the PAT.  I will focus on the PAT-related recommendations.

Let me first mention that the Toll Committee findings were very positive relative to the PAT process.  I quote:

“As the first cycle of Sea Grant Program Assessments (PA) comes to completion, it is clear this process has had a considerable impact on local programs, the NSGO and NRP.  In the great majority of instances, the PA process has been very useful and has provided strong recommendations for the improvement of individual programs—improvements that will ultimately strengthen the Sea Grant Network as a whole.”

There were a set of recommendations aimed at reducing the time and effort that Programs spend preparing for PATs.  For example, programs are encouraged to focus on accomplishments over the past 4-5 years.  Brevity was encouraged and limits were recommended for briefing books to check the excessive magnitude of PAT materials. 

Other recommendations were made to clarify a few ambiguities identified during the first PAT cycle.  Among these were the issues of how “Best Management Processes” should come into the PAT process and how public notification of upcoming PATs should be handled to provide an opportunity for individuals who are not invited PAT participants to provide written comments.

Recommendations for minor tweaking of the benchmark wording were also made, but no substantial changes identified.  

The Toll Committee members were evenly split on two recommendations related to the issue of PAT grades.  One recommendation would have eliminated PAT grades while the other would have provided a scale with more grade levels.  The full Review Panel recommended the continuation of the grading system – E, VG, G, and NI – used in the first cycle.  The Panel later recommended that the overall PAT grade be eliminated, in favor of using a rating sheet to provide programs a set of evaluation marks for elements of the benchmark criteria.

Nearly all of the Toll recommendations regarding PATs have been implemented as we approach the second PAT cycle.

Metrics Committee

Finally, the Toll report recommended a small Sea Grant committee be charged with developing appropriate program assessment metrics.  In March of this year, the Metrics Committee issued its report, “Indicators of Performance for Program Evaluation.”  

The report is provides in-depth the principles behind the use of both qualitative and quantitative indicators of performance.  Kudos go to the Committee. The report is excellent in both concept and practice, and if you have not read it, you should do so.  

Let me quote from the report:  

“Given the broad scope of Sea Grant programs and the varied array of activities, there are a large number of possible indicators of performance.  The committee sought input from the Sea Grant Association, the National Review Panel, and the National Sea Grant Office as to the indicators most likely to be useful for local program management as well as program assessment.  A subset of those indicators was then identified that would provide a common framework for management and evaluation across all programs. 

The expectation is that although the presentation and use of these indicators will vary from program to program, having a considerable portion of the information in common will help to ensure a comprehensive and fair assessment of each program. “

The indicators of performance are organized into four categories corresponding the four evaluation benchmarks of the PAT process.  

Sea Grant Reauthorization

Congress provided a few surprising provisions in Sea Grant’s new reauthorization bill.  Along with the very pleasant one of significant increases in authorized funding levels, the new Sea Grant Act was very prescriptive about the way that Sea Grant could allocate any appropriated funds above the last FY2003’s level of $62.4 million.

To begin with, the Act revises requirements for evaluation of sea grant college and institute programs. The Director of the National Sea Grant College Program is now required to rate such programs according to their relative performance into at least five categories, with each of the two best-performing categories containing at most 25 percent of the programs.

The Act further requires the Secretary to distribute any appropriations in excess of FY 2003 levels in any combination of: (1) sea grant programs, according to their performance rating; (2) national strategic investments; (3) sea grant program qualifying activities; and (4) sea grant colleges or institutes designated after this Act's enactment, but not yet evaluated.

My reading says this is a very significant change for Sea Grant as a whole.  And while it is not directly a PAT issue, the implications for all aspects of program evaluation, including PATs, are clear.  Congress wants to see more competition and merit-based decisions used to allocate Sea Grant’s hoped-for funding increases.  

Leaving aside national competitions and provisions for new programs, performance-based evaluations would become the primary determinate for the allocation of additions to core funding when Sea Grant is fortunate enough to receive budget increases.  

The Second Cycle of PATS

The recommendations of the Toll and Metrics committees, and the provisions of the new Sea Grant reauthorization law, are driving forces for the changes being made in the second cycle of PATs.

Let me summarize what these changes are are.  But before I do that, let me also say that the way the second cycle of PATs will be conducted, in nearly all aspects, will be very similar to how the first cycle was conducted.  And above all, the PAT will still be first and foremost a vehicle for improving Sea Grant Programs through the PAT’s findings and recommendations.  

Now the PAT changes:

1. Grades - Perhaps the most noticeable change is that the PAT will no longer provide an overall grade, nor even a grade for the four-benchmark criteria.  Gone are grades of Excellent, Very Good, and Good.  

Rather, the PAT will now provide a check-off rating sheet as part of the PAT debriefing and PAT report.  It will indicate the PAT’s consensus on how a program has performed on a set of elements derived from the four-benchmark criteria.  This is what the rating sheet will look like: (SEE NEXT SHEET) For each element, a PAT consensus could be indicated as “Needs Improvement”, “Meets Benchmark”, “Exceeds Benchmark”, or “Highest Performance”.

2. Metrics - The other major change is the greater use of metrics or quantitative and qualitative “indicators” of performance to inform the PAT and to provide a more standard set of information across all programs.  

3. Briefing Books – Briefing books will be smaller and less burdensome to a Program to prepare.  The briefing book should provide a brief characterization of the program relative to the four-benchmark criteria, the response made to the last PAT’s recommendations, expected indicators of performance, and a synthesis of a program’s achievements and impacts since the last PAT.

4. Public Notification – A public notification of an upcoming PAT inviting written comments is now mandatory.

5. Best Management Practices - BMPs are defined as an "An exemplary product, practice, or procedure developed or used by a Sea Grant program and not in common use by other programs, which may be utilized or modified by other programs to make these programs stronger."  PATs will make an effort to more clearly identify BMPs for the purpose of sharing them across the network.

PROGRAM ASSESSMENT TEAM RATING SHEET  

	ORGANIZING AND MANAGING THE PROGRAM 
SUB ELEMENTS:
	
	Needs Improvement
	Meets Benchmark
	Exceeds Benchmark
	Highest Performance

	· Leadership of the program
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Institutional setting

	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Project selection
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Recruiting talent
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Integrated program components
	
	__
	__
	__
	__


	CONNECTING SEA GRANT WITH USERS 
SUB ELEMENTS:
	
	Needs Improvement
	Meets Benchmark
	Exceeds Benchmark
	Highest Performance

	· Engagement with appropriate user communities
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Partnerships
	
	__
	__
	__
	__


	EFFECTIVE AND AGGRESSIVE LONG-RANGE PLANNING 
SUB ELEMENTS:
	
	Needs Improvement
	Meets Benchmark
	Exceeds Benchmark
	Highest Performance

	· Strategic planning process
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Strategic plan quality
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Implementation Plan
	
	__
	__
	__
	__


	PRODUCING SIGNIFICANT RESULTS  
SUB ELEMENTS:
	
	Needs Improvement
	Meets Benchmark
	Exceeds Benchmark
	Highest Performance

	· Contributions to science and technology
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Contributions to education and outreach
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Impacts on society, the economy, and the environment
	
	__
	__
	__
	__

	· Success in achieving planned program outcomes
	
	__
	__
	__
	__
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