
 

 

 

Building a Learning Legacy 
 

Advice Notes: Tips on evaluation and feedback 

 
These advice notes are based on presentations given by Morrigan Ellis (Bodelwyddan 

Castle), Ciara Charnley (National Museum Cardiff) and Barry Hughes (Swansea Museum) 

during the BaLL2 events in 2009. Gathering feedback on and evaluating the learning activities 

you provide is crucial in understanding whether or not you and your organisation are 

meeting the needs of your users and delivering a high-quality learning experience. But the 

steps involved in planning and implementing evaluation can be complicated and onerous. 

This is a basic introduction to evaluation and feedback – the reasons for doing it and some 
simple techniques for making it happen. 

  

Why evaluate? 

The arguments in favour of evaluating your learning provision are significant: 

• Evaluation provides evidence that your organisation is meeting its aims and 

objectives. 

• Evaluation provides evidence that your organisation is a learning organisation as well 

as providing learning experiences for visitors. 

• Evaluation demonstrates that your organisation is committed to developing and 

improving. 

• Evaluation is useful in encouraging ownership amongst those who deliver learning 

activities. 

• Evaluation can enable you to get feedback on a trial activity before it officially 

launches. 

• Evaluation is a tool by which you can develop relationships within the organisation 

and with visitors. 

• Evaluation is a vital opportunity for direct contact feedback from users. 

• Evaluation can provide ideas for developing practice. 

• Evaluation is useful evidence for marketing your work to other people. 

  

All of this contributes not least to providing important evidence to sources of income (grant 

bids, local authorities) as to the benefits and rewards of your service as defined by those 

who use it. 

  

A lot of time, money, hard work and potential visitors are lost through failing to evaluate 

and to develop on the back of evaluation. 

  

How to get started with evaluation 

You can evaluate just about anything! In terms of learning, you could evaluate worksheets, 

leaflets, flyers, exhibits, panels, activity sessions, events, etc. But it is important that you are 
clear about what you want to achieve from any research before you start planning it. You 

need to do the following: 

• Set clear and realistic aims and objectives from an evaluation activity 

• Define the range and duration of the research (i.e. how many participants are 

required to respond to make data statistically significant) 



• Think about which method or methods are best suited to what you want to achieve 

(do you want to gather qualitative or quantitative data) 

• Do you have the capacity in staff time and abilities to process hundreds of response 

sheets, compute large numbers or draw inferences and conclusions from a large 

number of in depth responses? 

• Can you get help from larger organisations such as local authorities (or other funding 

providers)/do you need to use an external agency? 

  

The evaluation timetable 

Evaluation can typically take place in four main stages: 

• Front end evaluation – takes place before an activity/project begins 

• Formative evaluation – takes place during an activity/project 

• Summative evaluation – takes place at the end of an activity/project 

• Retrospective evaluation – takes place a significant period after an activity/project 

has ended 

  

You don’t have to evaluate at all of these stages. It very much depends which stage/s are 

going to be most useful in terms of your aims and objectives. 

  

Types of evaluation 

There are a great many different evaluation methods. Here is a selection of them: 

• Observations – observing visitors in certain parts of the site (with their permission) 

• Tracking – following visitors and monitoring their experience during a visit (with 

their permission) 

• Voting/counting 

• Photos – asking visitors to take pictures of their favourite exhibit or part of their 

visit and submit their pictures on departure 

• Wear and tear – noting wear and tear in parts of the site to register over or under 

use 

• Pictures and making – asking visitors to draw a picture or make a model to illustrate 

their experience at your site 

• Focus groups – inviting visitors to take part in a formal group feedback session 

• Interviews – inviting visitors to take part in a formal one on one feedback session 

• Questionnaires – inviting visitors to complete a set of questions online, before they 

leave the site etc. 

• Comments – inviting spontaneous comment and feedback from visitors using books, 

feedback walls etc. 

 

It is of course important to remember that different methods will be suitable for different 

groups of people. For example, focus groups are not really suitable for large groups of 

people. An interview might not be the most appropriate way of getting feedback from a 

toddler. 

  

But however you evaluate, and particularly if you are asking questions of people, you must 

be clear and concise, avoid using ambiguous wording and phrases. Although it is important 
to use a method which is best suited to your objectives, you must not bias the responses by 

the way you structure or word specific questions. 

  

Evaluating school visits 

A popular form of evaluation is gathering feedback from school groups visiting your 

organisation. Typically this is summative evaluation – you want to know what the teachers 



thought of the visit and what the pupils thought. Often this is done using the questionnaire 

method. 

  

Increasingly organisations are asking school groups to complete their questionnaires before 

they leave the site – thus avoiding the long wait for evaluation forms to be posted back. It 

also has the advantage of the visiting group’s responses being fresh. The disadvantages might 

be that there is often little time for evaluation at the end of the visit and you will need to 

provide the group with enough space and resources (hard surfaces, clipboards, pens etc.) to 

fill out the questionnaires properly. 

  

Evaluating back at school has its pros and cons too. It doesn’t interfere with the timings of 

the trip itself and the pupils are more likely to be comfortably seated at a desk with writing 

equipment etc. On the flip side, the visit is no longer fresh in the minds of the pupils and 

there is no guarantee the school will find the time to complete the forms once the visit is 

over. 

  

Other sources of information 

• Inspiring Learning for All framework.  

• Aim Higher Greater Merseyside Evaluation Toolkit.  

• Children in Wales have published Children & Young People’s National Participation 

Standards. These provide some guidance on how to be inclusive.  

• Evaluating the Offer, produced by Mandy Westcott, National Museums Wales, can be 

found in the Building a Learning Legacy section of the GEM online resources. This 

document is a quick way of reviewing whether or not the learning provision your 

organisation provides is ticking the boxes it needs to both for your organisation’s 

benefit and the benefit of the learner. 

  

By: Ciara Charnley (National Museums Wales), Barry Hughes (Swansea Museum), Morrigan 

Ellis (Bodelwyddan Castle) 
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http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/inspiring-learning-all-home-page
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/ahgtm-easy_steps_to_evaluation-practitioners_0.pdf
http://www.childreninwales.org.uk/resource/participation-standards/
http://www.childreninwales.org.uk/resource/participation-standards/

