What Clicker Training Taught Me about Improving Assessment: 
Using Behavioral Science to Get Great Assessment Behavior
MAIR 2015 Round Table – Handout
Behavioral Psychology:  behavior analysis, contextual psychology, contextual behavioral science, behavioral science, behavioral management, behaviorology, applied behavior analysis, …
At the most basic level, these fields look at the relationships between context and behavior.

Behavior can be defined as anything an organism does (e.g., writing Student Learning Outcomes, thinking about methods of measuring those outcomes…). 

Context includes both environmental factors (i.e., past & present events) and biological factors. As it is not practical (or perhaps even ethical) to manipulate contextual biological factors in meaningful ways, focus is placed on the environmental factors over which influence is possible.

These fields hold that behavior and context influence each other. 

For example:  The behavior of the piano-stair makers influenced the context of the stairs, and the new piano-stair context influenced behavior of travelers.  The piano-stairs context influenced the behavior of the travelers before taking a step on the stairs (i.e., making them look more fun) and after taking a step (i.e., producing a note). 

Problems encountered in assessment can be seen as either a behavior problem (too much or not enough of the behavior) or a context problem.   As we cannot jump inside the skin of another person to make them behave as we’d like, seeing the problems in context may be more useful.  That is, a focus on the contextual variables may allow us to successfully change behavior (much like the piano-stair makers).

Techniques from Behavioral Psychology, particularly those from Acceptance & Commitment Therapy / Training (ACT - said as a word) and Behavioral Management, may offer us ways to influence the context such that effective assessment practices emerge.  
Behavioral Psychology would suggest that the context you have right now is perfectly arranged to produce the behavior (and behavior problems) you are having right now.  If you want different behaviors, you have to change the context.  

Clicker Training is a way to clearly communicate with animals, “yep, that’s it – do it again.” Clicker trainers:

· focus on teaching behaviors they want, rather than on what they don’t want it to do.

· teach behaviors that are incompatible with problematic behavior.

· work to ensure they know their species (what it likes and fears, what comes naturally).

· understand that problem behaviors are never the animals’ fault, they are the fault of the context.  

· believe that any interaction is teaching, and they use those interactions purposefully.

· know that critters avoid and work to escape aversive stimuli and that averseness spreads easily.

· use baby steps to get to the ultimate goal and are willing to go back to kindergarten.

· recognize that infrequently practiced behaviors get lost.
· timing is critical.
Institutional Effectiveness Coordinators are like clicker trainers and the piano-stair makers (i.e., our behavior can influence the context for other people’s assessment behavior).

Often the context of assessment and institutional effectiveness efforts involve some aspects of enforcement (you have to do this or we’ll lose our accreditation).  This contextual aspect can lead to people hide things or report stuff that didn’t exactly happen.  Also, people tend to avoid enforcers.  Making the context of assessment as positive as possible will likely lead to better assessment behavior. 

Commitment matters.  There will likely always be some aspect of enforcement in institutional effectiveness.  Helping people connect this process to their values may lead to commitment to the process.  People committed to the process may be able to a) continue to work towards the goal of improving their services or programs even when the process is difficult, time consuming and in context with aspects of enforcement, and b) find ways to not avoid the enforcer (i.e., the expert).
The field of OBM focuses on developing contextual changes both before and after the desired behavior to change behavior.  OBM, like Assessment efforts, also focuses on tracking the results of contextual changes on the behaviors of interest.
Before-behavior contextual changes include prompts, training, task refinements, incentives, positive-culture, removing barriers, and focus on behaviors important to success.

After-behavior contextual changes include reinforcement, feedback, public posting, and incentives.

ACT aims to make behavior sensitive to current contexts (rather than to the person’s stories about the context) in order to focus on important values and goals. ACT involves 6 inter-related core processes.  (n.b. descriptions modified only slightly or taken directly from Hayes, 2006)

Self-as-context exercises aim to make one aware of one’s own flow of experiences without attachment to them or an investment in which particular experiences occur.

Values are chosen qualities of purposive action that can never be obtained as an object but can be instantiated moment by moment.

Defusion techniques attempt to change the way one interacts with thoughts by creating contexts in which their unhelpful functions are diminished.

Present Moment techniques attempt to help people experience the world more directly so that their behavior is more flexible and thus their actions more consistent with the values that they hold.
Acceptance involves the active and aware embrace of behavior occasioned by one’s historical context without unnecessary attempts to change their frequency or form.  

Committed Action work in ACT encourages the development of larger and larger patterns of effective action linked to chosen values.   
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Using Behavioral Science to Get Great Assessment Behavior
	Assessment Behaviors:
	Know your species (what does it like/fear)

	Behavior of Interest:
	The behavior happening too much or not enough?

	If the behavior is happening too much, what is an incompatible behavior (“decrease reporting superficial uses of results” could be phrased as “increase implementing and reporting genuine improvements”):

	Current Context (what are the clicks):

	Potential context (how could the clicks happen):

	What are the baby steps?

	What I need to do to change the context (i.e., my behavior):

	How will I know if it is working? (assessment for the assessment coordinator):
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