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Overview

The South Carolina Fire Academy (SCFA) is a division that falls under South Carolina’s Labor,
Licensing and Regulation (LLR). “The SCFA is committed to provide fire and life safety

programs and service that enhance quality of life for South Carolina citizens, visitors, and
firefighters. Each member of the Fire Academy staff and faculty is committed to providing the
highest level of service possible in the delivery and support of training to its students and fire
service personnel in both public and industrial settings.” (South Carolina Fire Academy, 2018)
The SCFA provides training to its students either on site at the Fire Academy or remotely in one
of its six regions. There are currently 1,097 instructors throughout the state of South Carolina
that are teaching for the Fire Academy. Out of these 1,097 instructors 165 of them receive
compensation. In the fiscal year 2019 there were 2,114 classes taught by the Fire Academy and
32,138 students were trained. 433 of these courses and 13,550 of the students were trained on

site, while the rest were trained in the regions.

Problem Statement

At the conclusion of every class given by the Fire Academy there is a mandatory course
evaluation form that must be filled out by each student who attended the class. Currently there
are several issues with our evaluations and the process that they are given. SCFA end of course
evaluations consist of a twenty-five item questionnaire form with the option on the back page to
leave any comments. There is a line at the bottom of this page that leaves the option for the
student to leave their name and phone number or leave the line blank and stay anonymous. At
the conclusion of each class every student in the class is given an evaluation form to fill out.

Once the forms are completed they are turned in to the class instructor or evaluator, unsealed, so
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that they can be given to the course coordinator in order to be processed with the course package.
Several problems exist with this process. The first problem is that the forms are being turned in
to the same people that are being evaluated, and often times these instructors are standing there
in front of the class reading the evaluations that are written about them as they are being handed
in. The second issue with the end of course evaluation process that the Academy uses is the lack
of a system to record and evaluate the data that was collected. Once the evaluation forms are
turned in to Academy they are read by the appropriate personnel, and if possible and needed,
follow up information is obtained and any actions that are needed are taken. Although all data is
collected and looked at, it is never recorded and tracked in order to determine if there are patterns
in the responses that are collected. The goal of this project is to insure that we are collecting
valuable data that can be used to improve the quality of course materials and instruction coming
from the Academy and to make sure that we collect this data in the most efficient method

possible.

Data Collection

It is our goal with the classes at the Academy to effectively train students so that they are
able to obtain and recall the information they are given in order for them to be productive and
safe in their roles as Firefighters. It is important that students are provided with an evaluation
process at the end of our classes so that we can ensure that our benchmarks are being met and
that we are providing our students with quality training that they can use to become more

knowledgeable in their careers.

The current evaluation questions that are used at the conclusion of classes to evaluate

course effectiveness can be found below:
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Regional Evaluation training questions:

Course Information

1. Course content met the objectives. Agree/Disagree

2. The course contributed to my knowledge and/or skills. Agree/Disagree

3. The course was a reasonable length. Agree/Disagree

4. Practical Sessions were beneficial. Agree/Disagree

5. The student materials were useful and appropriate. Agree/Disagree

6. Course exam fairly measured my knowledge and/or skills. Agree/Disagree

7. Overall, how do you rate this course? Least12 34 5 Best

Facility Information

8. Academy staff administered registration and confirmation process efficiently.
Agree/Disagree

9. The facilities and equipment were appropriate for the course. Agree/Disagree

10. The classroom was comfortable, clean and well lit. Agree Disagree

11. The classroom temperature and environment were comfortable and appropriate.

Agree/Disagree

Equipment Information

12. Props were realistic and challenging. Agree/Disagree
13. Equipment used during this course was appropriate and adequate. Agee/Disagree

14. Overall, how do you rate the equipment used? Least 12 3 4 5 Best

Instructor Information




Improving the Quality of South Carolina Fire Academy Classes Through A Better Course Evaluat

15. Instructor was prepared to teach. Agree/Disagree

16. Instructor had good presentation skills. Agree/Disagree

17. Instructor made objectives and course requirements clear. Agree/Disagree

18. Questions were answered clearly and effectively. Agree/Disagree

19. Audio-visual materials were used effectively. Agree/Disagree

20. Participation was encouraged. Agree/Disagree

21. Students were treated fairly and respectfully. Agree/Disagree

22. Instructor maintained a proper learning environment. Agree/Disagree

23. Instructor represented the Academy in a professional manner. Agree/Disagree
24. Course evaluators fairly graded the students. Agree/Disagree

25. Overall, how do you rate the instructor? Least 12 3 4 5 Best

The backside of the course evaluation form has a full page for comments and an optional name

and phone number line.

The Resident course evaluation form is the same as the Regional with the exception that it has

the additional questions below added to it.

Additional resident course evaluation questions under the facility information:

e Cafeteria food and service were satisfactory. Agree/Disagree
e My dormitory check-in process was administered effectively. Agree/Disagree

e My dormitory room was clean and comfortable. Agree/Disagree

Using the current evaluation forms that we use | analyzed the results of two-hundred

randomly pulled end of course evaluation forms to determine what information could be



Improving the Quality of South Carolina Fire Academy Classes Through A Better Course Evaluai

obtained from the forms and if the information could be used as reliable and usable

information in order to assist us in improving Academy courses.

Data Analysis

In order to determine if the information that we are collecting through our current
evaluation process is giving us accurate and usable data in order to improve the classes that
we are providing, | looked at two hundred randomly pulled course evaluations to determine
their findings. | broke the post course evaluation forms down into categories based on how
they ranked each agree/disagree question, the number value that was given to each of the
numerical rating questions, and if each student left a comment and if they did, was that

comment positive or negative.

Comments Section of Evaluation Form

= No Comments = Positive Comments = Negative Comments



Improving the Quality of South Carolina Fire Academy Classes Through A Better Course Evaluai

26 percent of the time students filling out evaluation forms did not write anything into the
comment section of the evaluation forms, 1.5 percent of students left negative comments, and a

majority of the students, 72.5 percent left no comments at all.

Evaluation Form Results

m]l m2 w3 w4 u5 u6 n7 u8
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The pie chart above is broken down by the following categories:

1. Students agreed with all agree/disagree questions, all positive responses (4 or 5) was
given to the rating 1-5 questions.

2. Students agreed with all agree/disagree questions, neutral responses (3) was given to
the rating 1-5 questions.

3. Students agree with all agree/disagree questions, 1 neutral response (3) and 2 positive
responses (4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

4. Students agree with all agree/disagree questions, 2 neutral responses (3) and 1
positive response (4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

5. Students agreed with all but 3 or less of the agree/disagree questions, 2 neutral
responses (3) and 1 positive response (4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

6. Students agreed with all but 3or less of the agree/disagree questions, 1 neutral
response (3) and 2 positive responses (4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

7. Students agreed with all agree/disagree questions, 1 negative response (1 or 2) and 2
positive (4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

8. Students agreed with all but 3 or less agree/disagree questions, all positive responses

(4 or 5) was given to the rating 1-5 questions.

I was able to determine through looking at the completed evaluations that 97.5% of the
students from the classes that were looked at went down the evaluation form agreeing to all
questions that were asked. The majority of the evaluation forms filled out, at 93.5%, gave all
agree responses to the agree/disagree questions, and positive responses to the three numerical

rating questions. While the majority of the evaluation forms that are collected from students
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attending Academy classes are positive, very little useful feedback is given so that

improvements can be made to the product that we produce.

Implementation Plan

There are several changes that need to be made in the way that the SCFA’s end of course
evaluations are given and how the responses are used in order to improve the courses and
instruction that students receive. Many of the changes that need to be made will take time. One
immediate change that can be implemented is to ensure that students know that their responses to
the questions will remain anonymous. In Gil Gruber’s article “8 Tips For Designing Effective
Course Evaluations” he wrote that “when you clearly communicate to students that their
responses will remain confidential students will feel more comfortable giving unrestrained
feedback. The result is better quality data and higher evaluation response rates”. In order to
ensure that each student is guaranteed their anonymity changes need to be made to how each
evaluation form is collected at the end of each class. Currently the students take their completed
forms to the instructor who taught the class, or to the lead evaluator who gave the written
examination and oversaw the practical assessment. A new change that can be implemented
immediately would have the Coordinators include a manila envelope along with the course
evaluation forms. It will be the responsibility of the instructor/evaluator to choose one student in
the class who will be responsible for collecting the evaluation forms from each student once they
are completed. This student would then seal the evaluation forms in the manila envelope prior to
turning them in to the instructor/evaluator who is responsible for putting them into the course

package. This is an easy to implement plan that could be put into place immediately.
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Eventually it would make sense to move the end of course evaluation forms online.
Currently the SCFA utilizes two computer systems. One is referred to as the Academy database.
The database is the system Fire Academy employees use in order to set up and manage classes,
bill for classes, manage instructor and students transcripts, and many other functions. Then we
have the Fire Academy Portal. This is the system that firefighters use in order to manage their
training, view their transcripts, sign up for classes, and many other tasks. The division of Fire
and Life Safety has a team of Information Technology specialists that are assigned to them
through the Division of Operations Technology and Security (DOTS). This team of specialists
from DOTS is responsible for the creation and any changes that are made to the Fire Academy
Portal and database. In order to make the current paper evaluation forms electronic a work order
would need to be turned in to our DOTS department and they could make the needed changes
needed in order to turn the paper system electronic. This would be a fairly simple process for
DOTS, seeing as how we already communicate course information to Academy students
electronically via email. DOTS is currently working on a very large project for the Academy in
which they did a complete overhaul to the current database that we use. Therefore, any
additional projects that were given to them would at a minimum take six months to complete.
The cost would be none to minimum since we could utilize the people and programs that are
already available to us. Once implemented, at the conclusion of each class, as the billing is
completed the system could email each student in the class an evaluation form that they would
need to fill out. Once the student filled out the evaluation form and submitted it, the results
could then become available to the Regional/Residential coordinators where they could enter the
information into a data collector on the system so that the information could be recorded and

better tracked. The system could track each instructor and each specific class. Once the
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evaluation forms were collected the regional offices could go to the selected course and enter in
the feedback that was received for that particular class under evaluation information. Once the
information has been entered under each particular course, this information would be reviewed
by the Academy’s curriculum department so that the information could be used during course
updates or revisions. The individual Instructor feedback would then be entered under the
instructor’s Portal account so that the instructor and his/her coordinator could see how an

instructor is doing in the classroom and if there are any instructor improvements that are needed.

Integrating this new procedure into the way that we already process packages at the
Academy should not be a very difficult process. The Coordinators and their staff are already
entering information into the database prior to turning the packages in to the Administrative
Assistants on site at the Academy, this would just be a little more data to be entered for each

class. The added paperwork should not add more than about ten minutes at most per package.

Evaluation Method

Six months after the implementation of the initial step of this process, which is the end of
course evaluation forms being gathered by a student in the class and sealed in an envelope prior
to being given to the appropriate person in order to be turned in to the Academy, a random
sample of two-hundred course evaluations would be pulled and the results documented. After
looking at these evaluation forms it would be easy to determine if the added anonymity has
changed any of the common feedback that we were receiving prior to this change. Once DOTS
has made changes to the system making it electronic, more time would be needed in order to
determine if the data that is being collected and added to the system would be helpful in

implementing changes to the curriculum that the Academy is developing for each course. Within
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a year from the date that we go electronic, we should be capable of determining if the
information that has been collected has added any benefits to the process of updating classes.
Data will also be collected to determine the percentage of students who are participating in the

electronic surveys.

Summary

Through changes that are being made to the end of course evaluation process it is hopeful
that the Fire Academy will gain needed feedback from current classes that are offered in order to
improve the delivery and quality of the courses and instruction that are given. By ensuring
added anonymity to the process there is the expectation that students will be more forthcoming in
their responses to the questionnaire and will add more usable information to the course
comments sections located on the back of the evaluation form. Once the process becomes
electronic it is expected that the information that is collected and stored in the current database

will increase usability from the completed evaluation forms when updating course material.
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