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Introduction 

Eight water conflict management and collaborative competency training sessions 

were held in 2008-2012 with Instructor Dr. Aaron Wolf at Bureau of Reclamation 

Offices in Bismarck, North Dakota; Phoenix, Arizona; Billings, Montana; 

Albuquerque, New Mexico; Sacramento, California; Boise, Idaho; Salt Lake City, 

Utah; and Boulder City, Nevada.  In six of the courses employees participated in a 

two or three day course.  In Salt Lake City and Boulder City, Reclamation 

employees had the option of participating in a two day or five day course.   

 

The courses focused on developing conflict management and collaboratively 

competency skills for the challenges faced by those working in water 

management.  While other courses address natural resources conflict resolution, 

or general conflict resolution this set of courses were specifically tailored to 

conflict and cooperation regarding water.  Thus in addition to the transferable 

skills of listening, communication, and meeting management, the course content 

incorporated exercises, lectures, and discussions with a distinct water focus.  For 

example, the Sandus River Basin exercise allowed participants to experience and 

mediate negotiations over a water allocation and quality conflict.  Through this 

exercise they were able to utilize the skills they learned about how to run a water 

management meeting, work collaboratively with other parties, and move beyond 

entrenched conflicts.   

 

At the end of the training sessions, participants were asked to evaluate the course.  

Evaluations were submitted by the 131 federal employees who took the course 

(Table 1).  In Albuquerque, NM 11 federal agency partner employees participated 

in the training and completed evaluations. All other participants (120) in 

Albuquerque and other course locations were Reclamation employees.   

 
Table 1. The number of responses per training location. 

Location Frequency 

Phoenix 9 

Bismarck 15 

Albuquerque 26 

Billings 17 

Sacramento 13 

Boise 10 

Salt Lake City 12 

Boulder City 30 

Total 131 
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This report presents the findings from the evaluations from all eight training 

locations.  The purpose of the evaluations was to determine what participants like 

about the water resources specific conflict management training.  The evaluation 

questionnaire posed the following four questions:  

 

1. What worked well during this course?  
2. What aspects needed work? 

3. What specific improvements would you make? 

4. What grade (A-F) would you give the course? The instructor?  

 

The following sections of this report address each of the evaluation questions.  

What Worked Well  

The participants were asked “What worked well during this course?” and a variety 

of responses were received.  The course exercises were noted most frequently as 

working well (Table 2, next page).  The course instructor was also highly praised, 

in particular for his facilitation of the various pieces of the workshop and how he 

was able to make sure all course participants stayed engaged (i.e., input was 

sought from all participants and no one was allowed to dominate the discussions).  

Participants also liked the course content--conflict and cooperation in water 

management.  Most positive comments about the course content were about the 

content in general, but a few specifically noted how they liked the topic of 

spirituality in conflict management as well as the exercises and discussion about 

listening.  Course participants also thought the interactive nature of the course and 

the active participation required were assets to the course.   
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Table 2. What worked well 

Code Count 

Exercises 40 

Instructor 37 

     Instructor - general 16 

     Instructor - facilitation 6 

     Instructor - soliciting and balancing student participation 4 

     Instructor - delivery of content 4 

     Instructor - expertise 4 

     Instructor - passion & enthusiasm  3 

Course content 27 

     Course content - general 14 

     Course content - spirituality 4 

     Course content - listening 4 

     Course content - water specific focus 4 

     Course content - comprehensive 1 

     Course content - variety 1 

Interactive nature and active participation 23 

Videos 13 

Organization of course 13 

Everything worked well 12 

Examples 9 

Skills/tools presented 5 

Demonstrations 3 

Tone/energy of course  3 

Other 6 

Areas for Improvement  

Respondents were asked what aspects of the course needed work and what 

improvements they would suggest for addressing what needed work. Many left 

one or both of the questions blank or wrote that nothing needed to be improved. 

Others provided suggestions for how to improve the course in the future.  

What Needed Work  

The second question on the course evaluation asked was, “What aspects [of the 

course] needed work?”  While the participants enjoyed the course exercises they 

also saw them as an area for potential improvement (Table 3).  Specifically, they 

thought that the exercises could be given more time, be better explained when 

introduced, and additional exercises could be incorporated into the course.  Others 

noted the need for the course to be longer in order to cover additional information 
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or study topics in further depth.  Another area of improvement noted was the need 

for reference materials for the participants to consult during the course.  

Participants specifically requested a workbook and/or handouts.  Respondents 

also asked for additional case studies and examples to be provided.    

 
Table 3. Areas needing improvement 

Code Count 

Nothing 26 

Exercises 22 

     Exercises - further explanation needed 6 

     Exercises - general 5 

     Exercises - hard to do 3 

     Exercises - do more of them 3 

     Exercises - provide more time 5 

Not enough time 13 

Reference materials 7 

     Reference materials - handout 4 

     Reference materials - workbook 3 

More real life examples/case studies 6 

PowerPoint 4 

Instructor handwriting was hard to read 4 

Focus group 3 

Room  3 

Technological issues 2 

Managers need to be separated from employees 2 

Adaptive Management piece (could be more interactive) 2 

Other (only reported once) 13 

Response not applicable (including positive comments) 7 

No response given 27 

Specific Improvements Suggested 

In addition to asking what needed improvement the evaluation asked course 

participants for specific suggestions for improving the course.  Most of the 

answers closely mirrored what the course participants noted in the previous 

question.  However, they also highlighted other areas for potential improvement.   

 

As in their responses to the previous question, course participants suggested that 

exercises be improved by allocating more time to complete each exercise and 

providing additional instruction or explanation (Table 5).  Participants also 

specifically asked for reference materials such as more handouts, copies of the 

slides, a workbook, and a bibliography. In regards to the type of additional case 

studies and examples requested, course participants most frequently asked for 

additional case studies or examples from the western United States.  While 

international examples were appreciated, course participants wanted additional 
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examples closer to their own experiences as Reclamation employees working in 

the western United States.   

 

Unique suggestions for improvements differing from the answers to the previous 

question included providing a better description of the course upfront to increase 

course recruitment, inviting more managers to participate, and providing 

additional training opportunities to build off of what was provided during this 

course (Table 5).  

 
Table 5. Specific improvements suggested 

Code Count 

Provide reference materials 22 

    Reference materials - handouts 6 

    Reference materials - workbook 6 

    Reference materials - slides 5 

    Reference materials - general 3 

    Reference materials - bibliography 2 

Nothing 19 

Exercises  18 

    Exercises - improve instruction 6 

    Exercises - provide more time 5 

    Exercises - general 3 

    Exercises - do more of them 3 

    Exercises - provide less time 1 

Include more real life examples/case studies (i.e., western US 
specific) 

13 

Make the course longer  6 

PowerPoint 6 

     PowerPoint – make it easier to read 3 

     PowerPoint – use the technology better   3 

Provide additional training opportunities 5 

Room 4 

Provide a better course description 3 

Provide more strategies 3 

Move around/mix up more 2 

Have more managers participate 2 

Focus group  2 

    Focus group - add survey 1 

    Focus group - general 1 

Other (only reported once) 11 

Response not applicable (including positive comments) 4 

No response given 29 
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Course and Instructor Grades 

Respondents were asked to provide an overall grade for the course and the 

instructor.  Overall the course and instructor were well received and received high 

marks from the course participants with an overwhelming majority rewarding the 

course and instructor an “A” grade (Table 4).   

 
Table 4: Course and Instructor Grade 

Grade 
Frequency 

A B No Response 

Course 111 18 2 

Instructor 123 6 2 

Summary and Conclusion  

In their evaluations of the water conflict management and collaborative 

competency course taught by OSU professor Aaron Wolf, course participants 

gave the water-centric course and instructor high marks.  At the same time they 

noted that the exercises could be improved by increasing the time for completing 

the exercises and providing more detailed instruction for the exercises.  

Participants appreciated the water-focused content of the course and requested 

additional reference materials and case studies to improve their course experience 

and learning.   

 

This feedback is currently being addressed through the development of a 

workbook with handouts and a couple of additional case studies on water conflict 

in the western United States.  Under the contract which includes this course, 

Oregon State University (OSU) is developing a workbook, which like the course 

will be focused on water conflict management to suit the unique needs of the 

Bureau of Reclamation.  This workbook incorporates all handouts traditionally 

distributed during the course.  Additionally, OSU developed additional case 

studies of water conflict and cooperation in the western US which will also be 

available to future course participants.    

  


