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Can Continuing Education Curricula Effectively Teach Professionals?
A Case for Using a Curriculum Assessment Tool for Initial and

Ongoing Evaluation

James P. Coyle and Irene Carter

Introduction

Continuing professional education (CPE) is
expected and required in most human services
professions (Cantor, 2006). Many professional
organizations and professional licensing bodies
require continuing education credits for member-
ship or licensure renewal, and human services
agencies “are increasingly challenged with devel-
oping meaningful training programs for its mem-
bers as a way to compete and succeed in today’s
volatile environment” (Lingham, Richley, and
Rezania, 2006, p.335). In addition, certificate
programs and skills-building workshops are in-
creasingly accepted as necessary specialized edu-
cation that follows fundamental skills learned in
university and college degree programs. This in-
creased use of CPE has challenged educators and
human service organizations to develop methods
for evaluating and credentialing trainings or
workshops (Craven & DuHamel, 2003).

In addition to assessing participant learning
outcomes, these methods should examine CPE
components that influence outcomes, such as
evaluating the purpose and relevance of the train-
ing, assuring that curricula accurately and com-
pletely present training concepts and skills, set-
ting standards for ongoing evaluation of learning,
and assessing teaching methods that match adult-
learning needs (Thoms, 2001). This article pre-
sents a curriculum assessment tool (CAT) that
was developed by a School of Social Work to
efficiently evaluate the curriculum content and
instructional methods of several CPE trainings
created for the direct services staff of a mental
health organization. The authors first discuss
three foundational elements used to develop the
CAT: the needs of social workers for CPE, theo-
ries of adult learning, and assessing CPE curricu-

la. They will then describe the collaborative pro-
cess used to create the CAT and discuss the bene-
fits and limitations of its use.

Needs of Social Work Continuing Education
CPE supports life-long learning and encom-
passes a variety of training or educational experi-
ences with the goal of improving professional or

occupational knowledge and skills (Cantor,
2006). It is a necessary part of professional ca-
reer advancement (Stevens, 1996) in which em-
ployers and employees work in partnership to
assess learning needs, opportunities, and out-
comes. The ongoing changes in social services
delivery methods and the broad range of social
work settings and domains require CPE opportu-
nities for updating professional skills (Kane,
Hamlin, & Green, 2001; Lingham et al., 2006).
Moreover, professional status and identity require
that individuals continuously update their
knowledge and skills (McMichael, 2000). CPE
supports the ethical obligation that social workers
have to assure practice competency. Further, it
can enhance workers’ confidence, morale, and
perceptions that their work is valued by their
agency and community (Crohn & Berger, 2009;
McMichael, 2000).

The need for standardized educational pro-
grams that assure competent social work skills in
specialized settings has encouraged the creation
of certificate programs (Mathieson, Smith, Gra-
ham, Barbanell, & Cash, 2002; Smith, 2001).
Craven and DuHamel (2003) define certificate
programs as “a single course or a linked series of
credit or noncredit courses that constitute a coher-
ent body of study in a discipline” (p. 14). They
serve to provide the adult learner with the oppor-
tunity to master new learning, and, in some cases,
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they provide an option for earning academic cred-
it. Clear learning outcomes, participant evalua-
tions, and ongoing content updates are used to
assure the acquisition of professional skills.
(Smith, 2001).

While much of social work CPE focuses on
improving professional practice skills related to
specific populations, intervention targets, or set-
tings (Beddoe, 2009; Dia, Smith, Cohen-Callow,
& Bliss, 2005), studies have also indicated that
social workers have identified several critical
elements of CPE. These include achieving cultur-
al competency, acquiring practice research skills,
accessing available resources (Kane et al., 2001),
developing critical thinking skills that help work-
ers respond to constantly changing client needs
and community influences (Beddoe, 2009), and
providing opportunities for colleagues to share
experiences about what works in which situations
(Crohn & Berger, 2009). These priorities high-
light the importance of selecting training content
that addresses the needs of diverse client groups,
identifying agency and community resources, and
recognizing various types and levels of interven-
tion. In addition, the relevance of the training was
an influential motivating factor for attending CPE
(Beddoe, 2009; Crohn & Berger, 2009; Dia et al.,
2005). Relevant training reflected participants’
practice setting, presented new knowledge and
skills, fostered occupational skills development,
and met professional development needs. All of
this indicates that CPE curricula that simply pre-
sent facts about a topic are inadequate. CPE
should delineate goals, be relevant, help develop
critical thinking, support experiential learning,
and have a clear application to practice situations
or settings.

Theories of Adult Learning

CPE training is often developed by human
services professionals who have expertise in the
training topic. Although this expertise may pre-
sent accurate information and aspire to the devel-
opment of appropriate skills, it does not always
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assure the effectiveness of the learning. Success
often depends upon instructor presentation skills
and the employment of teaching methods that
match adult-learning characteristics.

For many years, education theory focused on a
child-learning model which directed learners to
memorize or master topics that experts decided
were necessary for life. More recently, there has
been a discussion of adult learning based on theo-
ry proposed by Malcolm Knowles (1998). Adult
education is learner-centered, an approach that
puts the instructor in the position of managing a
learning process rather than prescribing a learning
content. Adult learning emphasizes teaching
methods that are task-oriented, goal-directed, and
relevant to the learner. It builds on the accumulat-
ed experiences of the learners and the perceived
value that they ascribe to the learning content
(O’Connor, Bronner, & Delaney, 2002). It moti-
vates learning by connecting training content with
learners’ previous knowledge and experiences
and with their current work tasks and job ad-
vancement (Leib, 1991; Thoms, 2001). Addition-
ally, adult-learning styles affect training outcomes
(Cartney, 2000). Teachers and trainers should
strive to vary course presentation, work, and as-
signments in order to address all of the primary
learning styles identified by Kolb (1976): con-
crete experience (feeling), reflective observation
(watching), abstract conceptualization (thinking),
and active experimentation (doing). Learning is
strengthened when CPE delivery includes all of
these styles, such as explaining content in terms
of concepts and experiences, presenting real-life
examples, and using experiential exercises. A
variety of teaching methods also accommodates
differences in participants’ learning styles, and
can address learning needs influenced by ethnici-
ty, age, and disabilities (Kaplan & Kies, 1995).
This type of learning requires a high level of in-
teraction between instructor and learners that
challenges instructors to assess participants’ cur-
rent knowledge and skills and include relevant
examples, reflection, and experiential learning
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that applies concepts to learners’ practice settings.

Relevance and application are also clarified by
defining the expected learning outcomes, i.e., the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills that participants
acquire from the training (Shipley, 1995). These
outcome statements describe observable behavior
using Bloom’s taxonomy of learning domains
(Aviles, 1999; Bloom, 1956), which categorizes
levels of learning: knowledge, comprehension,
application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.
Illustrating the participant’s predicted levels of
learning and post-training behaviors communi-
cates the training purpose, and it guides training
delivery methods that will accomplish the desired
outcomes.

Research has supported the importance of the-
se adult-learning concepts. Scott (2003) inter-
viewed students in accelerated learning courses
about the quality of their learning experiences.
Participant responses described the attributes of
high-quality learning experiences: courses were
interactive, encouraged active and experiential
learning, and applied learning to real-life situa-
tions. Students were encouraged to share their
ideas and experiences, and teaching methods fo-
cused on depth rather than breadth of course con-
cepts in order to better connect new knowledge
with learner’s needs. Likewise, participants in
Beddoe’s (2009) study of social work CPE high-
lighted the importance of promoting critical re-
flection, acknowledging underlying values, using
workers’ experiences, and focusing on the learn-
ing process rather than simply presenting facts.
Additionally, Crohn and Berger (2009) reported
that agency-based training participants valued
opportunities to discuss their work with col-
leagues more than receiving “cutting-edge
knowledge” (p. 32). These findings demonstrate
the need for linking CPE to workers’ experiences
and for conducting interactive workshops that
include reflective and experiential learning meth-
ods.
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Assessing Continuing Professional Education

Assuring workers’ professional competence
and the effectiveness of CPE training requires
employers, CPE developers, and professional
organizations to evaluate training quality and out-
comes (Curry & Chandler, 1999; Lingham et al.,
2006). Assessing participant learning outcomes
often focuses on measuring the acquisition of
knowledge and skills by the learners (Buttell,
1999; Kane et al., 2001), their ability to transfer
learning to their workplace, and their satisfaction
with CPE delivery (Curry & Chandler, 1999).
However, in addition to participant learning, other
guidelines for assuring the quality of CPE have
been proposed. CPE assessment should consider
the purpose of the training, review training curric-
ula, and establish standards of excellence (Craven
& DuHamel, 2003). Evaluation should, therefore,
occur during training design, following initial
training presentation, and continue through subse-
quent trainings (Lingham et al., 2006). Evaluation
methods and instruments are more effective when
influenced by input from employers, trainers,
participants, professional organizations, and eval-
uators. Ongoing assessment should evaluate par-
ticipant learning outcomes and the continued rele-
vance, accuracy, and delivery methods of the
CPE training (Craven & DuHamel, 2003; Ling-
ham et al., 2006). This evaluation has a formative
function in which CPE goal attainment and
achievement of participant learning outcomes
guide CPE updates and delivery improvements
(Smith, 2001).

Furthermore, the risks and benefits of CPE
content should be assessed. Bates (2004) articu-
lates the ethical responsibility of evaluating train-
ing beneficence: “the quality of doing good, tak-
ing positive steps to help others, or the notion that
one ought to do or promote the action that bene-
fits others” (p. 343). This requires evaluating po-
tential risks and benefits of training content, as-
sessment tools, delivery methods, and explana-
tions of concepts and models. Ultimately, risks
and benefits affecting potential clients should be
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considered. Bates (2004) describes a number of
examples. Contextual factors, such as resources
and organizational culture or support, may have a
greater impact on measures of learners’ practice
skills than their participation during CPE. Inter-
vention models may have convincing benefits in
some situations but be contra-indicated in other
situations, which obliges CPE trainers and evalu-
ators to appraise training content according to
evidence, relevance, completeness of presenta-
tion, and assessment of the ability of learners to
ethically implement interventions. Therefore,
CPE assessment must consider purpose, content,
teaching methods, criteria for measuring partici-
pant learning, ongoing formative evaluation, and
the ultimate benefits and risks to clients.

Developing a Tool for Evaluating CPE
Curriculum Design

The authors were part of a team that was asked
to evaluate CPE curricula designed for human
services workers employed by a large mental
health services agency. Several two-day training
workshops had been created and presented, and
the employer asked the team’s School of Social
Work to consider issuing a continuing education
certificate for workers who satisfactorily complet-
ed the series of trainings. These trainings included
topics related to mental health services, such as
Fundamentals of Mental Health, Fundamentals of
Addiction, Motivational Interviewing, and Basic
Pharmacology in Mental Health and Substance
Abuse. Each workshop had a manual for partici-
pants that included agendas, learning objectives,
presentation slides showing content, handouts,
exercise materials, and supplemental information.
Creating a certificate program required a method
for assessing and approving the quality of these
pre-existing workshops and additional workshops
not yet designed. Since reviewers were not able to
observe trainings and participant feedback data
were limited to satisfaction items, the team re-
viewed the training manuals in order to appraise
content, instructional methods, and mechanisms
for evaluating participant learning.

The team used four overlapping steps to evalu-
ate the CPE curricula: 1) identify standards and

criteria for satisfactory training curricula, 2) de-

velop an assessment tool, 3) review assessment

criteria and tools with the agency and CPE pro-
gram managers in order to create a mutually ben-
eficial assessment procedure, and 4) use the tool
to assess each CPE workshop and to track chang-
es made by CPE developers in order to meet iden-
tified standards.

First, the evaluation team briefly reviewed the
existing workshops and compiled initial ideas
about content and teaching methods needed for
effective learning. The team reviewed infor-
mation about the following: workshop purposes,
job descriptions and educational backgrounds of
participants, credentials of workshop developers,
educational needs of workers providing mental
health services, effective teaching methods, and
curricula evaluation processes and tools. The
adult-learning styles, practitioner needs, and as-
sessment strategies discussed in the previous sec-
tions of this article provided a foundation for as-
sessment criteria. In particular, the team recog-
nized that workshops should be relevant to prac-
tice and to the needs of the participants (Beddoe,
2009; Crohn & Berger, 2009; Dia et al., 2005),
present accurate and current content (Kane et al.,
2001; Lingham et al., 2006), include interactive
and experiential teaching methods (Beddoe, 2009;
O’Connor et al., 2002; Scott, 2003), identify
learning outcomes or goals (Shipley, 1995; Smith
2001), and include assessment of participant
learning (Bates, 2004; Craven & DuHamel, 2003;
Lingham et al., 2006; Smith, 2001). The team
initially identified the following assessment
standards:

e  Curriculum content is accurate and corre-
sponds to current research.

e Concepts are clearly defined and sources of
information are clearly cited and referenced.

e Learning outcomes are relevant to the prac-
tice setting.

e Content and presentation are effective for
learners with a range of educational and prac-
tice backgrounds.

e Training is interactive and includes experien-
tial exercises.

e Training material encourages ongoing learn-
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ing and skill development.
e Learning outcomes and training effectiveness

are assessed.
Each CPE workshop would need to meet these
standards in order to be included in a certificate
program. In addition, the evaluation process re-
quired a framework that guided multiple evalua-
tors, pragmatic rating scales that identified need-
ed changes, comments that defined those changes,
and a general focus that could be applied to dis-
parate workshop topics and goals. Therefore, a
standardized assessment tool that would define
the necessary components for any training and
allow several team members to consistently as-
sess different training modules was proposed. The
general nature of the tool was offset by assigning
each review to a team member who had expert
knowledge of the training topic and effective
teaching methods.

The second step was to develop a curriculum
assessment tool (CAT) that would clearly rate the
criteria for achieving standards and define the
changes needed for approval. The CAT identified
the workshop being evaluated, the evaluator, and
date. Assessment criteria were ordered to parallel
the organization of the workshop manual: agenda,
learning objectives or outcomes, definitions of
terms and concepts, continuity and sequencing,
accuracy, use of experiential learning, references,
additional resources, and evaluation of learning.
Each item was rated as satisfactory or unsatisfac-
tory, and evaluators were asked to specify the
changes required for improving unsatisfactory
ratings. The third and fourth steps were used to
revise and improve the CAT.

Consultations and meetings between agency
administrators, trainers, and the evaluation team
comprised the third step for developing an effec-
tive evaluation. Administrators and trainers re-
quested more specific descriptions of standards
and criteria. For example, “Continuity and se-
quencing of material is clear and logical” was
changed to “Continuity and sequencing of materi-
al advances clearly from simple to complex or
fundamental to specialized,” and “References are
included and listed” was revised to “References
cited in workshop slides or manual are included
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on the slide/page or in a reference list.” These
changes better defined standards for curricula
design. Further revision requests included simpli-
fying the CAT by reducing the number of catego-
ries, briefly describing essential criteria, and
avoiding overlap between items. Separate items
that assessed the accuracy, organization, and clear
presentation of content were combined into a sin-
gle item stating, “Workshop content from presen-
tation slides and manual is clear, has sufficient
depth, and reflects current evidence and ethical
standards.” Content organization was omitted in
this standard since it was assessed in the continui-
ty criteria previously mentioned. Assessment cri-
teria were numbered, and words describing the
assessment item topic were placed in boldface in
order to make it easier to refer to specific ele-
ments of the tool.

The fourth step began with conducting pilot
workshop assessments using the CAT. These as-
sessments were used to further refine the tool, and
three improvements were recommended. First,
evaluators believed that the satisfactory or unsat-
isfactory rating scale was insufficient to distin-
guish between training elements that clearly met
standards and elements that could be improved
even though they met the minimal criteria for the
standard. For example, the content on presenta-
tion slides may be acceptable, but evaluators
could suggest additional content that would
strengthen learning, or recommend format or lay-
out changes would improve delivery. Agency and
training personnel agreed that three rating catego-
ries would be useful: 1) acceptable — meets stand-
ards, 2) satisfactory (suggestions will improve),
and 3) needs improvement for acceptance. Se-
cond, it was apparent that evaluators should pro-
vide detailed comments that would clearly indi-
cate needed changes for approval, including slide
numbers, manual page numbers, and descriptions
of requested revisions. A flexible form for includ-
ing these details was constructed by using word
processing table functions to compose a form
with expanding rows for these comments. This
assured that the evaluator’s recommendations
responded to the specific CAT criteria. Finally,
two items were added to the tool. “Other” provid-
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Table 1: Curriculum Assessment Tool (CAT)

Workshop/Course Title:

Evaluator:

Date:

The evaluator assesses the workshop/course by rating each standard and describing specific recommendations for improvement, in-

cluding page/slide numbers, in each feedback section.

1. Agenda is clear and well planned. [] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance
Feedback:
2. Learning objectives/outcomes are clearly stated, specific, meas- [] Acceptable — meets standards

urable, attainable, and realistic.

[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:
3. Definitions of terms and concepts are accurate and well ex- [] Acceptable — meets standards
plained. [] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance
Feedback:
4. Continuity and sequencing of material advances clearly from [] Acceptable — meets standards

simple to complex or fundamental to specialized.

[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:

5. Workshop includes experiential and critical reflection exercises
that are well designed, and advance the learning process.

[] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:
6. Workshop content from presentation slides and manual is clear, [] Acceptable — meets standards
has sufficient depth, and reflects current evidence and ethical [] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
standards. [1 Needs Improvement for acceptance
Feedback:
7. References cited in workshop slides or manual are included on [] Acceptable — meets standards

the slide/page or in a reference list.

[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:

8. Additional resources included in the manual are appropriate,
helpful, and easy to use.

[] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:

9. Evaluation forms assess training effectiveness and ask partici-
pants to suggest improvements.

[] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[1 Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:

10. | Other comments or suggestions.

[] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[] Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:

11. | Overall summary: meets all standards or summarizes overall
needs for acceptance.

[] Acceptable — meets standards
[] Satisfactory (suggestions will improve)
[] Needs Improvement for acceptance

Feedback:
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ed space for giving feedback that did not fit in the
listed standards, and “Overall Summary” commu-
nicated the overall strengths and limitations of the
workshop.

The revised CAT, which was approved by the
evaluation team, agency administrators, and train-
ers, is presented in Table 1. The pilot workshop
assessments were updated using the revised CAT,
and other workshops were reviewed by evaluation
team members who were knowledgeable about
the workshop content. Evaluators used an “X” to
designate the rating category and inputted de-
tailed descriptions of changes required to meet
acceptable standards following each standard.
Completed CAT forms could be emailed to the
agency and curricula developers and used to
guide revisions of workshop manuals, presenta-
tion slides, or materials, which were resubmitted
to the reviewer for further assessment. When all
standards were met, the evaluation team reported
this to the certificate program developers. All
workshop assessments were reviewed by the eval-
uation team leader and agency training coordinate
to judge the utility and consistency of the evalua-
tions.

Benefits and Limitations of the Curriculum
Assessment Tool

CPE, continuing education programs, must
have methods for assessing the quality of work-
shops or trainings, and this is particularly neces-
sary when trainings from multiple sources are
used. The CAT identified standards that were
meaningful and realistic for evaluators, agency
administrators, CPE trainers, and workshop de-
velopers. It provided a consistent method for
clearly communicating expectations for current
and future CPE workshops. Collaboration be-
tween agency administrators, trainers, and evalua-
tors assured that training needs would align with
organizational goals and could be tailored or cus-
tomized to meet the needs of participants, as sug-
gested by Lingham and colleagues (2006). The
CAT standards provided specific workshop ex-
pectations but were not limited to a particular
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training topic, which made it useful for evaluating
future workshops or workshops from other
sources.

In our case, the collaboration between the uni-
versity-affiliated evaluation team and the agency
in-service training unit provided a tangible benefit
for both. The agency trainers became more
knowledgeable about adult-learning concepts,
needed training elements, and the benefits of
formative and outcome evaluations. This
knowledge improved the overall agency CPE
program development. Specifically, reviewer sug-
gestions motivated trainers to clarify and update
concept definitions, illustrate practice applica-
tions, and use collaborative and experiential
teaching methods. Additionally, the evaluation
team was challenged to better articulate effective
teaching methods and learning outcomes. Mem-
bers of the team also increased their awareness of
educational needs beyond the learning that occurs
in college and university programs.

On the other hand, since the CAT focused on
evaluating workshop or course curriculum it was
not able to assess two important elements of CPE
effectiveness: participant feedback and trainer
presentation skills. The team was asked to evalu-
ate workshops that had been previously presented
and feedback from participants was limited.
Workshops would not be scheduled again until
evaluated by the team. The CAT form, therefore,
did not include criteria that required observational
or participant feedback to assess the standard.
Ongoing workshop evaluation should include
methods for assessing these training elements,
and additional items could be added to the CAT if
the evaluator is able to observe the workshop and
to review participant feedback. Asking workshop
presenters, participants, and experienced practi-
tioners to evaluate CAT items would also im-
prove the tool’s validity.

A possible third limitation was related to deci-
sions about choosing courses to include in a cer-
tificate program. While the CAT assesses the
quality of individual workshops, it does not eval-
uate the number or range of workshops or courses
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needed to reach a defined level of competency. A
separate needs-assessment process (Smith, 2001)
that reviewed the strengths and weaknesses of
participants and the skill sets needed for compe-
tent intervention in the agency’s mental health
setting was used by the authors’ team to deter-
mine the trainings required for the certificate pro-
gram.

Currently, the CAT is a mechanism for en-
hancing training presentation. However, it could
be adapted to study the relationships among CPE
content, instructional methods, and participant
learning outcomes. This would strengthen its abil-
ity to propose and evaluate formative changes for
CPE trainings. Accomplishing this would require
composing operational definitions of standards,
expanding the rating scale to measure criteria
levels, and determining reliability and validity of
the tool. Adding observational measures and in-
put from multiple sources to the curriculum mate-
rials examination would also improve assessment.

Team members who evaluated curricula con-
firmed that the CAT did help them assess specific
standards and organize feedback. The agency
administrators and workshop trainers reported
that the standardized criteria, rating, and feedback
format expedited workshop revisions and clari-
fied expectations for designing quality CPE train-
ings. Although the CAT may be amended to re-
flect different assessment needs, its present form
is flexible enough so that it can be used to assess
various workshop contents and learning methods,
and it is easy to use. It can facilitate efforts to
design and improve training quality and to moni-
tor training effectiveness by continuing education
coordinators, human relations departments, train-
ing consultants and developers, and credentialing
organizations. It is a useful addition to the spec-
trum of instruments and methods for evaluating
professional continuing education workshops and
trainings.
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