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We are a youth development trainer (Jon) and a consultant
specialising in participatory evaluation (Colin). In the last
two years, along with Dr Eva Pomeroy, we have revised
Brathay Hall Trust’s internal evaluation, trained development
trainers in how to devise their own evaluations and engaged
in project evaluations for Brathay and VSO. In the process
we have come to realise how development education could
both take the initiative with peer evaluation and benefit from
it. Just as youth work research is coming more and more to
using young people as researchers (Kirby 1999) development
education has been edging towards young people being
researchers in their own right.

The key features identified in Development
Education Journal Vol. 5 No 1
The pointers towards peer evaluation in this issue on
evaluation were target group involvement, participation in
training and creativity, and evaluation being in parallel with
the development itself. Ann McCollum described an
evaluation framework (1998:6) in which there is a
challenging level of engagement and a ‘working process’
that is ‘based on dialogue’, a process which is characterised
by collaboration, teamwork and interactive planning.
Included here, we think, were the pupils in her project. 

Ann Dolan (1998:10) described a participatory approach
in training, the kind of training that gives young people the
map as well as the route plan and the desired destination.
This training works outwards from the self. Training in
evaluation techniques can explore options and encourage
creativity when the subject is oneself and the settings are the
current circumstances and the next horizon. Kanji (1998:11)
quotes Patton (1997) who sees creativity as a necessary
‘attitude’ for effective evaluation. Patton suggests that
‘evaluation... must have techniques that are appealing and
inclusive of the diversity of human experiences’. Evaluation
in that sense should be thought provoking and fun.

Kanji also rejects impact evaluations. She proposes an
evaluation process which is developed in parallel with the
development education initiative to which it relates – which
starts at the outset, includes the intensely busy period and
picks up again at the immediate end. She sees such
evaluation as influencing the initiative: its preparatory
training, its fieldwork and its reviewing activity. Parlett and
Hamilton (1972) call this a ‘formative evaluation’. It helps to
change the initiative as it goes along. 

When these essential points are brought together there is
the potential for creativity, training and participation in

evaluation at stages of the development education process. It
is possible for young people to be involved ‘from beginning
to end’ – from design right through to data analysis and what
gets done with the data.

Recent and Current Evaluation Developments
In moving towards peer evaluation, we do not envisage a
fixed and final form. Rather we see empowerment at each
stage of the process (Richardson 1997:2). Young people
engaged in experiential learning would:

• evaluate themselves and their aspirations at the outset

• interview each other during the process

• return to self-evaluation at the close or end of the
process.

There would be training at the beginning for the first two
stages.

We have gone some way towards this model in one of
Brathay’s current projects, ‘Solid Ground’. This project takes
experiential learning into schools. The staff team makes
three visits over a year. In broad terms, the focus is on
exploring and reflecting on behaviours, attitudes and
relationships through team games and challenges, drama and
structured reviews.

The programme is being delivered and evaluated at the
same time. In this account we focus on how the evaluation is
taking place.

We began by asking teachers in the schools two sets of
questions:

• What is each pupil like?

• What allows you to teach at your best and what
enhances pupils’ learning?

The teachers produced pen-portraits of each pupil with a
fascinating mix of warmth, wit and candour. By filtering the
pen-portraits through the projects’ stated objectives, we drew
out characteristics that seemed to oppose one another. (See
Table 1 for examples.)

At the outset of the first intervention, each pupil was
asked to self-rate by putting a mark on the continua. They
liked doing it and wanted to know what it all meant. They
will be given their initial answers back after they have
completed the same exercise at the end. Then there will be a
review of what has changed and why. There could also be a
discussion of what scores have stayed the same and for what
reasons.

The aspirations questions are in Table 2. Again there is an
adjective to be considered in relation to the statement: “I
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would like to be more...” with the responses having the full
range from disinterest to enthusiastic wish.

The mid-point of peer evaluation could use ‘magic
questions’. We have used these in an evaluation for VSO.
The young person adopts or adapts the question during pre-
departure training. They know what is coming and have an
answer in mind. The training includes aspects of empathic
listening; paraphrasing, summarising and reflecting back
meaning and emotion. Four such questions are:

• What’s been the most enjoyable aspect?

• What’s been the most unpleasant surprise?

• What were you told that has proved useful?

• What advice would you give to folk doing this sort of
thing in the future?

The answers come in stories. Richardson quotes Okri: ‘If
they tell themselves stories that face their own truths, they
will free their histories for future flowerings’ (Richardson
1997:1).

We are putting forward peer evaluation as a form of
reviewing, shared in confidence between the immediate
participants, who know that other people will know the

general findings. The participants do not have to reinvent the
wheel to create ‘each instrument’. They may also go beyond
the immediate forms of reportage and ‘produce a photo
montage’ and/or ‘run workshops’ on their return. (Aubrey
2000: 28)

The wider issues
For innovative projects like VSO’s Youth to Youth or
Brathay’s Solid Ground the immediate evaluation feedback
can highlight young people at particular risk or brave but
fragile working arrangements. Peer evaluation has a
directness of expression that can unlock the energy to
challenge or change before it is too late. Some would say it
is just good practice in youth work applied to the rarefied
world of research (Atkinson 1999). The debate, we feel, has
to move on to where participants have more knowledge
about evaluation in general and their own evaluation in
particular. It could become a democratic right of the 21st
century to know how you and your experience will be
utilised for research purposes and to have some say over how
that knowledge is gained and produced. Peer evaluation
could be citizenship science in the making. Perpetua Kirby
(1999) outlines three good reasons for having a participatory
approach: personal development (enhancing self-esteem and
influencing future plans), improving the evaluation
(enhancing the quality of data) and citizenship (empowering
with access to decision-making).

There are parallel developments in other fields of youth
and social policy: for example, young people evaluating
youth services and parents evaluating child care and family
services in the baby’s early years. Both examples are based
on the simple premise that empowerment in evaluation is one
route to ethical efficiency in evaluation (France 2000).

In Donald Kirkpatrick’s (1998) terms this part of our
evaluation approach looks at Level 2 – Learning. It asks
what skills, knowledge and attitudes have changed and by
how much? This kind of evaluation experience is valuable to
the participants and its evidence, in anonymous number
form, is useful to funders. We do not see a great divide
between accountability to participants and accountability to
paymasters. They can happily relate to the same data
differently. We do see a problem with simply taking self-
ratings from young people without making sense of their
replies together. Kreuger and King (1998: 5-8) give four
practical reasons for volunteer participation in focus group
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Table 1. At the Moment I Think I Am:

Before we work together, we would like you to tell us
about yourself. Please fill in this questionnaire by
putting an arrow on each line between two words or
phrases to show whereabouts you think you are AT
THE MOMENT.

eg  chatty shy

There is no right or best answer. All your answers are
confidential.

At the moment I think I am:

Laid-back Energetic

Calm Noisy

Co-operative Aggressive

Fretful Patient

Table 2. How Often Do the Statements Apply to You?
Thinking about yourself, do the following statements apply to you AT THE MOMENT?

Never Seldom Sometimes Often Always

Follow the crowd

Caring

Shout out

Persuasive



studies which readily apply to peer evaluation. These are
gaining in-depth data, reducing expense, an awareness that
can challenge the results and benefits to the organisation
itself.

For us the next steps are to pilot the use of, and training
in, evaluation as a means of reviewing personal development
in parallel with the development education process itself.
Our own focus is on the details of the direct support which
can be given to peer evaluation, the robustness of the
measures which can be produced and the uses to which they
can be put. Others may see peer evaluation as a logical step
because it makes more use of the ‘reviewing’ that invariably
occurs; it ‘feeds-forward’ a self-awareness that is intrinsic in
development education; it extends the process training more
inclusively and it provides a platform for young people from
which they can see and share in their own changes.
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