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The two-year Measuring Effectiveness in Development
Education project began in the summer of 1999 with the aim
of helping development education practitioners to plan and
evaluate their work more effectively. It has been an action
research project with the emphasis on consultation, learning
from the experience of other sectors of education and acting as
a ‘critical friend’ to people working on evaluation. The
methodology adopted in the project reflected the diversity of
approaches used in development education by working with
eight organisations in a series of pilot projects that represent
different sectors and different models of working.

Why measure effectiveness?
Effectiveness relates to whether organisations achieve the goals
they set themselves. It is therefore the most important aspect of
performance to define and assess. It also raises fundamental
questions about the nature of the development education task
and the assumptions that underpin development education
work. Profound changes are taking place, not only in the
broader political and social environment in which we operate,
but also in our understandings of learning and change
processes. In order to be effective, organisations need to be
able to respond rapidly and positively to these changes.

Given the opportunity for development education to be
recognised within all sectors of education, there is a need to
use evaluation to demonstrate its relevance to mainstream
agendas; to share the experience and knowledge which has
developed in this sector; and to pose new questions about
education policies and practices. Evaluation practice therefore
needs to be developed in ways that not only complement but
also influence mainstream agendas.

Concern with questions of impact and effectiveness
throughout education and the youth and voluntary sectors has
resulted in a shift away from established forms of policy
evaluation towards measuring effectiveness by setting output
measures and performance indicators. Quality assurance,
training, a concern for effective outcomes and the need for self-
evaluation have become central issues in education and in the
youth and voluntary sectors.

Within this context, the DEA project has set out to build
upon and strengthen the culture and capacity for self-evaluation
within development education, and to deepen our
understanding of the challenges faced and the approaches
needed in measuring effectiveness.

What are we trying to measure?
Organisations can only gain a partial interpretation or picture
of their work through evaluation. By focusing on the question

of effectiveness, they are encouraged to reflect on their aims
and to clarify precisely how different activities contribute to
their aims, whether they are assessing a one-day workshop or a
three-year programme.

In order for organisations to clarify the purposes of
evaluation and to ask the right evaluation questions, they need
to be able to distinguish between different performance areas.
Within the project we have identified three areas of concern in
relation to performance. These are not seen as discrete
categories; indeed, one of the main challenges in measuring
effectiveness is to identify the linkages between these three
areas:

Development goals: Why are we doing development
education?
This question relates to our underlying values and to the impact
we hope to have through our work. The purpose of evaluation
here is to keep a check on how main aims are determined, and
to ensure that links are maintained between day to day
activities and overall aims.

Teaching and learning: What actions are we taking
towards our goals?
The second key area of performance relates to activities such
as the development and promotion of resources, training
programmes and public awareness campaigns. Evaluation
questions here centre upon content (knowledge, skills, attitudes
and values), teaching and learning methodologies and
processes of engagement, and learning outcomes, both for
individuals and for organisations.

Organisation and management: How are we going to
plan and manage our activities?
The third area of performance relates to our capacity to
efficiently manage resources, work in partnership with others
and regularly review our work. Evaluation questions here focus
upon aspects of organisational capacity and effectiveness
including quality assurance, decision-making processes and the
nature of relationships and partnerships with others.

An organisation’s or a project’s starting point on measuring
effectiveness could be within any one of these three areas.
However, if an organisation fails to make connections between
these three aspects of performance, the effectiveness of the
programme may be limited. For example, you could measure
the impact of producing educational materials in terms of
measuring the efficiency of the production process, or the
number of publications sold, but in order to address the
question of effectiveness there is also a need to consider the
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learning outcomes. Or an organisation could focus primarily on
the educational methodology it uses, which may be
participative and innovative and highly valued by the
participants, but again a connection needs to be drawn between
the methodology and the changes in attitudes, values or
behaviour which take place as result of the programme.

Through the discussion document the project demonstrates
that what is needed for all development education programmes
is to consider these three basic questions, and it provides
illustrations of how to make the connections between them:

• Why are you doing development education?

• What actions are you taking?

• How are you going to organise the work?

How can we measure effectiveness?
A major concern in development education relates to what
counts as valid evidence and whether some methodologies are
more reliable (and more acceptable to funders) than others:

‘As with so much social education, it is not always possible
to articulate in tangible terms the changes witnessed in the
participants during the course, but there are many
anecdotes that point to the impact of the project.’1

‘We need to formalise what we have, decide what evidence
is acceptable and define what counts as success. We are
gathering different sorts of evidence, some schools are more
difficult to judge than others, we don’t know if it can be
formalised because reactions are so different.’2

The project does not advocate a particular set of methods;
instead it aims to provide guidance to help organisations ask
the right questions and gather information which is meaningful
and relevant to their work. It draws on the pilot projects to
demonstrate a range of different approaches to measuring
effectiveness (see the Users Guide, available on the DEA
website, for details). For example, ‘anecdotes’ provide
powerful and valuable accounts of the changes which can take
place as a result of development education programmes. The
key challenge is to gather such anecdotes and stories in a
systematic way, and to draw wider lessons from them.

Attempts to work out how to be effective in achieving our
objectives rely on our analyses of processes of learning and
change. The pilot projects demonstrate that development
education practice is responding to the need to be more
specific and realistic in accounts of what we are trying to
achieve in three main ways:

1. Different starting points
There is increasing recognition that when people and
organisations become involved in development education, they
have different levels of understanding and readiness to engage
in the issues, therefore:

• when working with organisations such as schools or
community groups, the identification of levels of

awareness of and support for development education is
critical to its successful implementation, as well as
providing a ‘baseline’ for evaluation;

• there is a need to develop consistent evaluation methods
which are also flexible enough to embrace diversity, for
example impact measures will relate closely to a ‘sliding
scale’ of initial levels of understanding and skills.

2. Learning outcomes
The increasing use of learning outcomes is an important step
forward. However, there is still much to be learnt about
devising and assessing learning outcomes. All of the pilot
projects have devised learning outcomes and methods for
assessing them in a range of different learning contexts:

• The WEA developed a learning contract, which identifies
specific outcomes for each tutor in terms of facilitation
skills and materials and programme development.

• NEAD – the Norwich DEC – developed a before and after
‘learning outcome quiz’ that could be used randomly with
one-off sessions and regularly with target groups
participating in the courses.

• South Yorkshire DEC focused on processes of building
partnerships and outcomes in terms of establishing a
capacity for change.

3. Capacity building
Capacity building and promoting change in organisational
culture are increasingly identified as explicit objectives in
development education programmes. However, we lack a clear
understanding of key stages in capacity building or of the time,
resources and strategies that are required to support the
development of capacity. This is an area where we can learn
much from development practice in the South. In particular, we
need to recognise and value the informal aspects of the
process, and to use evaluation to further our understanding of
processes of change.

Moving Forward
The challenge of measuring effectiveness is not simply to
equip individual practitioners and organisations with
appropriate methods and tools for evaluation, but to raise the
level of debate and collective thinking; to develop concepts and
practices appropriate to development education needs; and to
create the space and opportunities for practitioners to
experiment with and develop their own practice in response to
the contexts in which they work.

The key to moving forward is to identify ways for
development education practitioners and organisations to work
collectively to develop analyses of changes in the wider
environment and their implications for how they work; to
deepen understandings of processes of individual and collective
learning for social change; and to identify key stages or
dimensions in progress towards more equitable and sustainable
societies. 

■ Ann McCollum has been coordinating the MEDE
project for DEA and DFID, and is a consultant to the DEA.
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