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2 EVALUATE

The introduction considers the “What, why and 
when” issues and then the sections that follow 
are detailed descriptions of different methods 
(“how” issues).

What does “evaluate” actually mean?  
Here are some definitions:

1. To form an idea of the amount, number, or 
value of; assess, put a value or price on, as in 
“the study will assist in evaluating the 
impact of recent changes”.

2. Find a numerical expression or equivalent for 
(an equation, formula, or function) as in 
“substitute numbers in a simple formula and 
evaluate the answer”.

3. The regard that something is held to 
deserve; the importance, worth, or 
usefulness of something, as in “your support 
is of great value”. This also has connotations 
of merit, utility, practicality, desirability, 
benefit, gain, helpfulness, assistance, 
efficacy, significance, effectiveness.

The word “value” in itself, conveys some 
complex meanings:

1. Principles or standards of behaviour; one’s 
judgement of what is important in life, as in, 
“they internalize their parents’ rules and 
values”. This also has connotations of codes 
or behaviours applying to moral issues, or 
rules of conduct.

2. To consider (someone or something) to  
be important or beneficial; have a high 
opinion of, as in “she had come to value  
her privacy” which also has connotations  
of holding in high esteem, appreciating, 
respecting, admiring or cherishing, setting 
great store by.

 Questioning together begins to 
demonstrate that as individuals we have 
the capacity to become part of something 
larger than ourselves. Those in the 
conversation begin to share a concern for 
deeper levels of shared meaning1. 
Juanita Brown and Sherrin Bennett

Evaluating educational activities is obviously a 
good thing to do and yet the definitions above 
raise many questions. What is it that we are 
trying to evaluate? Who for? When is the best 
time to attempt evaluation and what different 
methods could be used? 

Evaluation can be a very tedious business.  
At the end of a session, questionnaires are 
handed out and participants furiously, or 
languidly, tick boxes before they rush away, 
often leaving some boxes unfilled or free text 
comments that are illegible, monosyllabic, or 
rude. Wearily we hope that someone else will 
process the results or that there are enough 
“excellent” ticks to keep our morale up a bit 
longer. The frustration of this kind of tick box 
evaluation for educators is that it doesn’t 
capture what happened, may give little guidance 
as to what to do next, or next year, and seems 
of little importance to the participants. They may 
mainly see it as an impediment to getting to 
lunch, or to the bus home. 

This section is about methods that help educators  
to evaluate the educational work they have been  
doing with participants.

 INTRODUCTION
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However, evaluation can be done by many 
different methods, at different stages of training 
programmes, so that it yields useful insights. 
Educators can check that they are on the right 
track and have a source of EBI, (“Even Better If”), 
ideas. Evaluation can give participants 
opportunities to reflect on and reinforce their 
learning. To do this kind of evaluation effectively 
means thinking about the methods, timing and 
the purpose of the evaluation. Educators can let 
go of the guilt, if not every session is evaluated, 
every time, (yielding a pile of paper for the 
shredder and not much else?).

Evaluation can be complex. Evaluation could 
consider the experiences of participants. 
However, feedback and evaluation of the 
educator’s skills is also important if 
improvements in education are to be achieved. 
Are educators trying to “form an idea of the 
amount or number” of activities, (see the 
definitions above), or are educators trying to 
enumerate the range of views expressed by 
participants? Perhaps educators are really trying 
to assess value in broader terms, to include 
questions such as “what was most important 
aspect” or “what was the impact” or “how 
useful” was the education? Educators may also 
wish to assess the extent to which participants’ 
own professional values and attitudes have 
developed. After all, our professional roles 
include adherence to well defined “standards of 
conduct and behaviour”. Can such judgements 
be expressed in a numerical way, or are there 
other ways to present the value of our 
educational endeavours? 

Evaluation must also consider the 
“stakeholders”; those who have a legitimate 
interest in the outcomes. These can include the 
educator, the participants, the local educational 
hierarchy including Health Education England, 
and national standard setting bodies such as the 
GMC and the Royal Colleges. Evaluation may be 
part of the quality assurance processes for such 
bodies, as well as informing the personal 
professional development of educators. These 
stakeholders can be valuable sources of 
evaluation information, such as, examination 
pass rates.

The EVALUATE section covers what kinds of 
issues evaluation might address, why those are 
important and then considers how evaluation 
can be approached in a systematic way, to focus 
on the most important features of educational 
activities. This should enable educators to get 
useful feedback on what has happened, so that 
they can continue with activities that are 

working well and improve elements of the 
education that are not proving their worth. 
Effective evaluation will usually involve a variety 
of different methods, to seek information from 
several vantage points.

The key part of the word “evaluate” is the 
“value” element. Our educational activities are 
planned to include “values and attitudes” as 
well as “knowledge and skills” (see ENRICH 
Using taxonomies of learning 1). When 
educational activities aim at high levels of 
Blooms taxonomy (see ENRICH Using 
taxonomies of learning 2) this inevitably includes 
matters of analysis, comparison and judgement. 
Our evaluations should aim to capture and 
assess, (at least some of), the complexity of our 
participants learning experiences.

This may initially seem too complicated for 
routine evaluation, however, the methods 
described here offer opportunities to evaluate 
deeper learning as well as initial responses. 

Evaluation can be thought of in two different 
ways. Firstly, evaluation can be seen as a kind of 
summative assessment for the educator; to what 
extent did the education on offer do its job? 
Secondly, the term evaluation can comprise 
more of a formative, feedback element, for the 
educator to use to improve quality, and to 
inform their own Continuing Professional 
Development needs.

Understanding the nature of evaluation and 
feedback raises important questions about what 
educators could be evaluating, against what 
criteria/standards, and when and how to get 
appropriate feedback.

These approaches are summarised under the 
following headings:

• Evaluation as a summative process.

• Evaluation as feedback on the educator’s skills.

• The formal, informal and hidden curricula; 
which to evaluate?

• Fitzpatrick’s hierarchy of evaluation.

• Constructing good questions.

• Tick box versus free text.

• Responding and working with  
evaluation findings.
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Evaluation as a summative process
When considered summatively, evaluation can 
been seen as a form of audit. This helps 
educators to put a value on what they have 
been doing educationally, and measures the 
effectiveness of educational activities. In this 
sense, evaluation has to take place against 
expected criteria and standards, similar to the 
clinical audits that are familiar to all clinicians. 
Judgements have to be made about educational 
“value”. However, evaluation does not 
necessarily lead to improved performance, unless 
combined with specific feedback about 
behaviours that need to be changed.

Educational outcomes have to be compared to 
something that is considered desirable by the 
educator, and whose value may or may not be 
shared or appreciated by participants. For 
example, the educator could consider evaluating 
a programme, focusing on the extent to which 
participants agree that they have “learned” 
enough, compared to the requirements of a 
defined curriculum, (usually set out formally by 
the relevant professional body such as the Royal 
Colleges). Success in examinations may be part 
of this assessment of educational activity, but 
clearly depends on many other variables, 
including the study habits of participants and 
their skill in taking examinations.

Educators may also want to assess the extent to 
which participants have developed “professional 
values” (such as an ability to think ethically, or 
an understanding of what types of behaviour 
are acceptable for professions). Such matters 
may be recognised as important by educators, 
while being “unknown unknowns” to some 
participants. Participants’ assessments of their 
own learning needs can sometimes be rather 
narrowly confined, to matters of knowledge 
transfer initially; educators need to widen this 

view and assess the extent to which they have 
been successful. This kind of evaluation is often 
best done after the educational activity has 
taken place, has settled in participants minds, 
and coalesced into a whole. Thus, summative 
evaluation may occur at the end of a module, 
term or programme. It is difficult to evaluate 
educational activities when participants have 
departed into the next phase of their 
professional lives and are no longer in a training 
environment. However, this may be a valuable 
type of evaluation to attempt.

Evaluation as formative feedback  
on the educator’s skills
Evaluation can also be seen as a form of 
formative feedback to the educator, being 
information gathered with the sole aim of 
improving performance, and usually confined to 
matters of observable fact. Feedback is not 
advice, praise or evaluation, but rather 
information gleaned with a view to 
improvement, irrespective of the current level of 
performance. While practice tends to make 
educational skills become permanent, it is 
feedback that will help educators to make 
those skills perfect. Feedback can happen 
informally, especially within sessions, when the 
educator will continuously monitor the “feel of 
the room”, the relationships amongst 
participants and the progress that is being made 
towards the chosen educational aims and 
objectives. 

There is again a link between Consultation Skills 
and Educational Skills here. In successful 
consultations and in successful educational 
activities, the clinician/educator will be 
continuously monitoring and developing the 
relationships in the room, and ensuring that the 
structure of the conversation proceeds towards 
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achieving all the goals of the consultation/
educational activity, (see Table 1 below). The 
skills needed are very similar in education and in 
consultations: active listening, using empathic 
comments to build relationships, picking up 
clues and cues and responding appropriately, 
while keeping things on track and in a logical 
order. 

Feedback can also be gleaned from formal post 
session information gathering processes such as 
questionnaires. However, participants may be 
skilled learners, but they are not necessarily 
skilled educators. To develop their own skills, 
educators will benefit from direct observation of 
educational activities by other, skilled educators, 
who can give feedback and suggest practical 
ways to improve educational delivery. 
Discussions with educational colleagues in 
meetings, conferences or appraisals can be 
useful benchmarking processes (how does my 
work compare to what other people are doing?), 
can be fertile sources of inspiration (that would 
be a good thing to try!) and triggers to  
self-reflection (how is my educational 
performance?). All these factors are potentially 
stimulating sources of evaluation and feedback 
for educators.

The formal, informal and hidden 
curricula; which to evaluate?
The content of the formal curriculum is 
transparent and available to anyone via the 

relevant Royal College or other professional 
body. When evaluating education, educators 
need to decide which elements of the curriculum 
they are planning to cover in formal sessions, 
which elements are expected to be covered in 
private study and which elements are likely to  
be picked up informally. Clearly, professional 
examinations are specifically designed to assess 
against the curriculum. If participants pass their 
examinations, that might be considered a “good 
enough” evaluation of whether the formal 
curriculum has been covered adequately. 

However, educators may wish to address more 
difficult, more complex or deeper levels of the 
curriculum, especially if they have planned 
sessions that address the higher levels of Miller’s 
Pyramid or Bloom’s taxonomy of learning 
objectives. In that case, evaluation needs to go 
beyond finding out if participants enjoyed the 
session or had an initial positive response.  
The next section on using Fitzpatrick’s 
hierarchy of evaluation can be used as a  
guide when planning evaluations. Testing the 
educational activity against its planned aims and 
objectives, revised at the start with participants 
and reviewed at the end of the session, will 
provide a good background.

What of the informal and hidden curricula, 
which by their very nature are less transparent, 
less likely to be understood directly by 
participants and less likely to be identified  
during examinations? 

Stage of the educational intervention

ENGAGE at the start to get learners and 
teachers working together and to establish 
the relevant agenda for the process.

ENERGISE throughout the intervention using 
techniques that maintain interest.

ENRICH the experience by using varied 
techniques that enable working at different 
levels, exploring knowledge skills and 
attitudes.

EVALUATE effectiveness during the 
intervention and afterwards using techniques 
to promote reflection and improvement.

Develop the  
relationship with  
the participants

Attend to the  
structure of the 

educational programme 
and make this explicit  

to participants

Table 1
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The informal curriculum includes all those 
things which are understood to be important to 
learn, but which are not necessarily written 
down formally. This includes all the behaviours 
that reinforce and transmit the attitudes, norms 
and beliefs about what being a clinician is all 
about. This type of curriculum is imbibed rather 
than taught. The informal curriculum may be 
transmitted by role modelling by seniors, via 
peer pressure, and via the implicit expectations 
that educators have of participants, (See General 
Introduction for more details about the informal 
and hidden curricula). 

The hidden curriculum is not overtly stated 
either, but expresses the priorities, deeper beliefs 
and practices of the environment or institution. 
The aims of the hidden curriculum are not 
explicitly articulated and yet are woven through 
all the practical and educational experiences that 
participants have during their training. For 
example, a hidden curriculum could include the 
expectation that learners strive for, and that they 
are capable of, excellence. In contrast, the 
expectation could be that clinical practice is too 
difficult to do well and that “getting by” is all 
that is reasonable. Some clinicians may absorb a 
”hidden curriculum” which includes ideas such 
as “the main thing is to finish on time” or 
“patients do not really want shared decision 
making”, or “we have to follow the guidelines all 
the time”.

This quotation from Mahmood, (Reference 2) 
gives a flavour of one kind of “hidden 
curriculum”:

“The hidden curriculum consists of what is 
implicitly taught by example day to day, not the 
explicit teaching of lectures, grand rounds, and 
seminars.”

Hopkins et al (Reference 3) expand this by saying

“In essence, it is a set of ethical, moral, and 
value-based teachings communicated, often in 
a non-explicit manner, to doctors-in-training. It 
is a foundation for communication and 
influences future interactions with patients, 
peers, and colleagues. The hidden curriculum 
can be a negative, empathy-disabling 
curriculum.”

Thus it seems that the hidden curriculum is 
usually “code” for the negative aspects of 
training, the imbibing by learners of harmful, or 
even unprofessional, attitudes, values or 
behaviours. However, in an educational setting 
we can turn this to its flip side and ensure that 
our “hidden curriculum” demonstrates positive 

professional values. Educators can evaluate 
these aspects formally so that we highlight the 
importance of a positive set of values and 
attitudes. In formal training programmes, 
educator values are manifest in their professional 
behaviours (turning up on time, being well 
prepared, attending to the welfare of their 
participants,) and in the assistance and support 
they give to the relationships that develop a 
community of practice. This may include helping 
participants feel that they belong, that intra 
group behaviours are appropriate, or that 
difficult issues can be raised and discussed. The 
hidden curriculum includes concepts of 
“professionalism”, which includes acceptable 
professional behaviour and also recognises what 
Schön calls “professional artistry”: making 
judgements, having room to be wrong, going 
beyond protocol, developing yourself, 
understanding self-regulation/professional 
regulation (Reference 4). Such matters can be 
rendered explicit by the evaluation questions 
chosen by the educator.

Fitzpatrick’s hierarchy of evaluation
When planning evaluations, it can help 
educators to use some formal tools, just as using 
taxonomies can be helpful in planning the 
education in the first place (see ENRICH Using 
taxonomies of learning). One such evaluation 
tool is called “Fitzpatrick’s hierarchy” (see 
Reference 5). Fitzpatrick considered that 
evaluation has to go beyond exploring 
participants initial feelings about their education 
or training, sometimes dismissively referred to as 
“counting smiley faces”. Rather the benefit of 
training is considered as a series of related 
benefits, which develop over time. These are 
benefits are summarised as reaction, learning, 
behaviour and results/outcomes. 

1. Reaction 

Reaction is considered to be what participants 
thought and felt about the education at the 
time, capturing their initial responses. While this 
type of evaluation often stops pretty much at 
the “how was it for you?” level, the immediate 
response to education is nonetheless important. 
Boring, irrelevant, rushed, or obscure inputs, will 
not enable participants to learn much effectively. 
They express themselves as not having enjoyed 
the session. 

However, I am always a little anxious about 
sessions that are described in positive terms as 
“The trainees really enjoyed…”. This is because 
no learning happens without change: it is rare 
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that change has no downsides or is not painful. 
Some of our most important learning happens 
when we realise that everything we knew before 
was wrong, or that we have misunderstood 
something and now see the light; these are 
rarely comfortable experiences. Assessing 
immediate reactions goes further than exploring 
what fun people had; a trip to a comedy  
store can be fun, but may not be effective 
clinical education. 

Immediate responses can be very helpful  
in considering organisational matters: 

• Did participants know which room to go to?

• Did they waste time doing preparation that  
was not used in the session? 

• Questions about the rooms/lunch/coffee might 
be answered by the educator taking a view, 
although participants may be invited to 
consider these matters if the educator 
considers that they are amenable to change. 
This is not always the case.

2. Learning 

Learning must follow, if the education is to be of 
real value to participants. This can be evaluated 
in different ways and at different time scales. 
However, most educators soon learn (painfully at 
times), that teaching is not the same as learning. 
What you teach, however carefully prepared and 
imaginatively presented matters not a jot; what 
matters is what is learned by the participants.  
So methods of evaluation need to focus on what 
is actually learned and also to try and get at the 
learning that participants may not own up to. 
Participants love telling educators that they 
learned loads. However, sometimes participants 
struggle to recall or articulate any specific, actual 
thing, they learned. Evaluation questions are 
more valuable when they ask participants to 
spell out exactly what they learned. This type of 
evaluation can also reinforce learning, if 
participants are asked to rank, prioritise or 
ascribe value to learning points.

Participants also learn things you do not want 
them to learn such that “doing x seems like a lot 
of trouble don’t think I will bother” or “this stuff 
is only for high flyers not me” or “I just refer 
every patient I am not sure about”. These are 
examples of undesirable “hidden curriculum” 
outcomes. However, an evaluation that reveals 
this is very useful. The educator can address 
such challenges and difficulties in later sessions.

3. Behaviour changes 

Behaviour changes are the result of translating 
learning and applying it in the workplace. This is 
usually evaluated sometime after training has 
happened, to allow time for changes to become 
established. Directly after sessions, it can be 
useful to invite participants to reflect on how 
they think their learning could change their 
behaviour in the workplace. The educator can 
invite reflection on factors that will help or 
hinder that behaviour change, so that 
participants develop realistic strategies for 
applying learning. Extending evaluation from 
Response, to Learning, to potential Behaviour 
change, helps to highlight higher levels of 
Miller’s Pyramid or Blooms learning objectives in 
the education, (see ENRICH Using taxonomies of 
learning).

4. Results/Outcomes 

Results/Outcomes reflect the highest level of 
evaluation and the most difficult to achieve. This 
level evaluates the impact of training on the end 
recipients. In a clinical context, examples could 
include effects on patients, teamwork, 
adherence to appropriate guidelines, the ability 
to work in novel or complex situations, or to the 
development of self-reflection and the skills of 
life-long learning. It can be extremely difficult to 
evaluate the longer term results of educational 
activities, as outcomes are the results of a 
complex mixture of training and education, 
personal engagement and environmental 
factors. Educators cherish any feedback they get 
from participants who have long moved away 
from training and into the workplace. Sometimes 
this comes from chance comments, from 
meeting participants later on in new contexts or 
from unexpected encounters. My most 
cherished piece of feedback came in an email 
from a participant who knew me from years 
before, and heard me speak at a conference; 
“You started me thinking and I have not 
stopped thinking ever since”. I can only hope 
that the other participants got something a bit 
like this from their experiences! That type of 
long distance evaluation may not help educators 
to understand what “even better if” would look 
like, but it certainly helps to maintain 
commitment and morale.

The method and timing of evaluations can be 
guided by the Fitzpatrick level that is being 
targeted, and asking the right questions will 
facilitate this.
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Constructing good questions
There is some information about using questions 
effectively in an earlier section of this manual 
(see ENERGISE Using questions effectively).  
The approach to using questions in an evaluation 
context is similar. Educators can plan suitable 
questions in advance, aiming for an appropriate 
questioning style. In evaluation contexts, 
questions can be used in nuanced way to help 
focus attention on important aspects of the 
education, and, in particular, on the aspects  
that the educator especially wishes to highlight. 
There are three components to this; the 
construction of questions, the scope of the 
question and the assumptions that underlie  
the questions.

The construction of questions is familiar to 
educators both from an educational point of 
view, and because the same concepts apply to 
questions in the consultation. Open questions 
are preferred for gathering a lot of information. 
For example, “what were the most worthwhile 
aspects of this training?” leaves the focus 
entirely to the participant. However, another 
approach uses “open directed” questions. These 
remain open, while narrowing the area of 
enquiry down appropriately. For example, “what 
aspects of training helped you to develop your 
professional resilience?” is an open question, 
and also directs attention to a particular aspect 
of training that the educator wants to evaluate. 
This question also helps the participants to 
recognise that training in a particular topic has 
occurred, and that it is of sufficient importance 
to merit specific evaluation and comment.

Another type of open question has been termed 
the “Grand tour” question (Reference 6). This 
could also be a useful approach in evaluations. 
Questions take the form “Describe what you got 
out of a typical day at the study release course”, 
or, “describe a typical Action Learning Set 
Discussion and what benefits you got from it” 
(see ENERGISE Creating action learning sets).

The scope of questions can be varied in 
evaluations, easily adding nuance and 
complexity. The invitation to, “State three things 
you liked about the course”, implies that “liking” 
is a significant factor in evaluation. This may be 
so, and educators may consider this a perfectly 
valuable question. However, if the wording is 
changed to say “State three activities that you 
found most practically useful” the scope of the 
enquiry is different; it is directed towards 
activities (rather than the whole course), it asks 
about utility rather than enjoyment (which 
directs thought to the purpose of the activity).  

I may not like being sent for CPR training, but I 
may nonetheless be clear about the activities 
that will be useful to me. In a way, considering 
what the relevant evaluation question could be, 
is part of the planning of any session. 

Educators can ask themselves: 

• What value should this session give to  
the participants? 

• How could my evaluation questions capture 
the scope of this session?

Finally, evaluation questions incorporate various 
assumptions about what might be happening 
during educational sessions, and what 
importance is to be placed on various outcomes. 
If educators ask about knowledge transfer, 
(what did you know after the session that you 
did not know before) participants may not 
reflect on other issues. Educators may want to 
ask about skills, (what did you learn to do, or 
what skills did you acquire, how did your skills 
develop?) or may wish to explore wider attitude 
or values development. Asking about issues such 
as skills for life-long learning, self-awareness, 
and resilience or professional behaviours, 
assumes that these are important matters  
for education to cover. Such approach to 
questions can help to reinforce a positive 
“hidden curriculum”.

Of course, participants may legitimately value 
quite different things, (compared to their 
educators) in their educational activities. 
Participants may be focused only on examination 
success, or stress relief, or simply having a 
breathing space outside their workplace. 
Evaluation questions can address these issues 
too. This is why the “Everything with a purpose” 
approach is so helpful. Educators can relate 
learning to intended learning outcomes, using 
the phrase “so that”, to link the learning to all 
kinds of desirable outcomes, including 
examination success (see ENGAGE Everything 
with a purpose). If the direction of the learning is 
signalled by the educator, (and jointly negotiated 
with participants), during the session, evaluation  
will be easier after the session.
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Tick box versus free text
The sad fact is that some evaluation exercises are 
done because “we are supposed to evaluate 
things” and because various external pressures 
are on educators to provide evaluation of their 
programmes of education. Many educators 
would agree that as long as most tick boxes are 
in the OK area, the most interesting part of an 
evaluation on a tick box form, is the free text 
element, where you get to know what (some) 
participants are really thinking! Tick box type 
evaluations can be useful for very specific issues 
(Did you get the information about your course 
in time, was the room suitable?), which can be 
dealt with quickly. However, is this the best use 
of the limited time available for evaluation? 
Participants are often impatient about filling in 
forms of this nature: the risk is that they do it 
perfunctorily or lie. One participant said to me 
that he never ticked “excellent” for anything on 
principle. It is clear, when looking at forms, that 
other participants tick the same box for 
everything, as quickly as possible. Getting round 
these limitations means using other methods. 
The more tick box questions there are, the less 
accurate or reflective the answers will be.

One approach is to evaluate less frequently, but 
in more detail (“better fewer but better” as 
Lenin once said). This might mean evaluating a 
new session or module carefully, incorporating 
changes made as a result until it seems no 
further improvements are likely. This might be 
signalled by participants shrugging if asked to 
suggest improvements, or by feedback from a 
fellow educator observing. Then shift to 
evaluating another part of the programme, 
being careful to evaluate against the intended 
learning outcome and the relevant Fitzpatrick 
level (likely to be 1 and 2).

Another approach is to take a broader brush and 
evaluate a term/module or programme against 
the overall aims of the education and aiming to 
explore the higher Fitzpatrick levels (likely to be 
levels 3 and 4).

Responding and working with 
evaluation findings.
Inevitably, evaluations will reveal mixed 
messages. Participants will provide warm and 
positive feedback about some aspects of their 
experiences, and be equally scathing, dismissive 
or negative about other aspects. It is best not  
to over react or under react to the information.  
The educator needs to ensure that they are 
aware of and dismantle any defence 

mechanisms, so that negative issues can still be 
noted and acted upon. It always helps to start 
any reflection or conversation with an attitude 
of “Thank you for this feedback”. Not all positive 
responses are because the educational activities 
were good, and not all negative views reflect 
true failings in the education on offer.

Educators can reflect on and analyse the sources 
of participants’ comments so that any problems 
or issues can be identified. Some problems are 
clearly actionable and require attention. Some 
problems may be well recognised by educators, 
but not immediately soluble. For example, 
educators may have little control over the  
group size, the teaching venues available to 
them or what the course budget can be spent 
on. When feeding back the findings educators 
can be honest about the constraints they are 
working with.

The frequency and intensity of comments on 
particular issues can also be a guide to action. If 
ten participants all comment on the same 
deficiency or problem, then it is more likely to be 
worthwhile for the educator to try and solve 
that problem, than to try and solve ten different 
issues that only one participant is bothered 
about. Sometimes, small changes to how things 
are done can have big effects. This is especially 
so, if the changes allow for increased attention 
to participants own concerns, if changes 
improve and develop the relationships in a 
programme, or if changes address the structure 
and flow of the programme. The parallels with 
processes in the consultation are clear.

Evaluation information can also be helpful in 
identifying the development needs of the 
educator, and can be used to inform appraisal 
and professional development discussions. 
Having suitable plans for developing  
educational skills can help educators make 
significant changes, to their own and 
participants’ satisfaction.

Finally, it is essential to “close the loop” in 
evaluation, just as we “close the audit loop”  
in practice. The information gleaned from 
evaluation should be shared with participants, 
and they should know in advance how and when 
this is going to happen. Any actions arising 
should be shared with participants also, so that 
they see the benefits of participating fully in 
evaluation processes. It can be useful to highlight 
specific changes that are made to subsequent 
participants, so that they understand why and 
how things came to be the way they are.
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Some different evaluation and feedback 
methods that can be used are summarised under 
these headings:

Evaluation methods to use  
during sessions 
1. Evaluation during the session

2. Feedback from colleagues

3. Participant driven methods

Evaluation methods to use at the  
end of sessions
4. All-purpose questionnaires for Fitzpatrick 

levels 1 and 2

5. Snowball evaluation methods

6. Reviewing the last session

Evaluation methods to use at the  
end of modules or programmes
7. World Café method

8. End of programme Fitzpatrick levels 3 and 4

9. Using key words and word clouds

Possible methods to apply after 
completion of training.
10. Evaluation after the programme has ended

References and resources
1. Quotation from Mindshift: Strategic 

Dialogue for Breakthrough Thinking by 
Juanita Brown and Sherrin Bennett: 

2. Medical education: beware the hidden 
curriculum. Mahood SC. http://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3173411/  
Can Fam Physician. 2011; 57: 983–985. 
[PMC free article] PubMed

The Hidden Curriculum: Exposing the 
Unintended Lessons of Medical Education. 
Monitoring Editor: Alexander Muacevic and 
John R Adler Laura Hopkins, Lana Saciragic, 
Joanna Kim, and Glenn Posner. Cureus. 2016 
Oct; 8(10): e845. doi: 10.7759/cureus. 845

4. The Reflective Practitioner by Donald Schön, 
1983

5. Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels of Training 
Evaluation by James D Fitzpatrick.  
These ideas are also well summarised in a 
Wikipedia entry here: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Donald_Kirkpatrick

6. Beth Leech describes questioning from a 
journalistic and anthropological perspective 
in this interesting article 
https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/298/
docs/interviewing_techniques_asking_
questions.pdf
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https://dornsife.usc.edu/assets/sites/298/docs/interviewing_techniques_asking_questions.pdf
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In this section several simple techniques are  
described that will help educators evaluate a  
session while it is still going on.

1// EVALUATION DURING 
THE SESSION

 The Professor must not only teach, but 
be capable of inspiring a love of learning.
Robert Saundby, 1898

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is  
this method aimed at?
Techniques include assessment of learning points 
and continued problems, and summarisation. 
Observation by colleagues can also be a useful 
way to evaluate during a session and is covered 
in EVALUATE Observations by colleagues.

These approaches will help to illuminate 
Fitzpatrick’s levels 1 and 2: the participants’ 
responses to the education and the subsequent 
learning points. Changes in behaviour cannot be 
evaluated directly within the session. However, 
asking participants to reflect on and share their 
intended changes in behaviour as a result of the 
session, will help educators to evaluate whether 
their intended learning outcomes have been 
achieved. Reflection on behaviour change also 
reinforces that learning must be applied in 
action, if it is truly to be effective. 

There is a parallel here, between evaluation 
during and at the end of sessions, and the 
“closing“ part of a consultation, when action 
plans are reviewed and consolidated. Building in 
evaluative reflection, during every session, 
becomes part of the structure of an educational 
encounter, reinforcing learning points and raising 
participants’ self-awareness

What are these methods most  
useful for?
These methods are best used to monitor and 
evaluate what is happening educationally in  
real time, during the session. Thinking about  
the model of educational sessions described  
in the introduction to the EVALUATE section, 
(see page 5), there are two aspects that need  
to be evaluated continuously by the educator, 
making changes as needed “on the hoof”,  
as it were. These are, firstly, monitoring  
the relationships in the room and secondly,  
the structure of the session and progress 
towards its overall aims. 

For the educator evaluating in real  
time provides:

• Immediate feedback so that changes can  
be acted on straight away.

• Information about what participants  
have learned.

• Rapid identification of any misconceptions 
or difficulties that participants may have.

• Improved relationships with participants 
because attention is paid to their progress 
during the session.

Some of the techniques that can be used have 
been described in the earlier sections of this 
manual. Their specific use for evaluation is 
outlined here.
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For the participants evaluating in real  
time provides:

• Immediate reflection on learning which 
improves self-assessment skills.

• Opportunities to improve their 
understanding and develop critical thinking 
about what they are learning.

• Improved retention of learning because 
evaluation tends to reinforce what is important.

• Improved relationships within the group 
and reduced isolation especially if group sizes 
are large.

• Demonstration of the educator’s support 
and commitment to participants’ success.

Methods to evaluate during 
a session

One minute learning summary. 

At the end of the session the learning needs 
agreed at the start of the session (see ENGAGE 
Establishing learning needs at the outset) can be 
reviewed. As the educator goes through the list, 
members of the group can be asked to 
summarise what they have learned about that 
issue. Alternatively, every participant can be 
asked to write down three things they learned, 
and three things they intend to do differently 
before the next session, (see also EVALUATE 
Reviewing the last session). One person can be 
asked to produce a summary for the whole 
group, as has already been described, (see 
ENERGISE making a learning summary).

Most muddled moments. 

Using a pause, pair, square, share approach ask 
participants to spend a moment considering what 
their “Most Muddled Moments” were during the 
session. This can give valuable feedback to the 
educator, so that they can identify which aspects 
may need better teaching methods or more time. 
This approach can also help to reinforce to 
participants that identifying remaining learning 
needs is not a manifestation of failure, but rather 
the key to successful learning.

Snowball/pause pair square share. 

These methods have been described elsewhere, 
(see EVALUATE Snowball evaluation and also 
ENERGISE Making questions effective). Such 
approaches can be very useful in highlighting 
key learning points, key behaviours that need to 
change and key areas that still need work. 
Asking the right questions is crucial and the 
underlying principles have been covered in the 
introduction to the EVALUATE section.

Ideas bring and buy 

(See ENRICH Making rounds effective). This 
method is not discussed further here.

Using line ups 

(See ENERGISE Using line ups to explore ideas). 
Line ups can also be used for evaluation. The 
first question might be of the form “how 
important do you think the things learned today 
are for your future work?”, as before asking 
participants to line up, arranging themselves in 
order of how important they believe the learning 
to be. Encourage participants to discuss why 
they have put themselves in a particular position. 
What would change their position such that the 
content of today’s sessions became less 
important or more important?

Follow this up by asking “how confident are you 
that you can make changes in what you do at 
work in the light of today’s learning?” Again 
follow up with “what would make changes 
easier to do/what would help you to change/
what hinders you from making changes? How 
could that be tackled?”

Here is a further link between consultation skills 
and education skills: asking patients about how 
they rate the importance of a behaviour change, 
followed up by assessing their confidence that 
they can make such a change (“Scaling” answers 
from 1 to 10), is a key consultation skill for 
encouraging behaviour change.

Observation from an education colleague

See EVALUATE Observations by colleagues  
for details.

It can be seen from this list that the educator has 
many opportunities to evaluate a session while it 
is actually happening. The ability to do this, and 
to act on the feedback in real time, is one of the 
higher order skills that educators can bring to 
clinical training. 

Working with another colleague can greatly 
enrich this, if resources permit, so that educators 
can rapidly assess how things are going, change 
tack or employ a different educational method 
to bring things back on track. This means being 
sensitive to clues about failure such as lack of 
participant engagement, sleepiness, bitter 
conflicts or simply an audience that feels like it 
might not return after the coffee break!
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What are these methods less  
useful for?
These methods are essentially formative 
evaluations; they give educators information 
about how well the education is going. They are 
less useful for summative evaluations designed 
to determine whether specific end points or 
standards have been reached by participants. 
Because they take place in real time and during 
sessions, they are relatively less useful for 
Fitzpatrick level 3 (Behaviour), although could be 
used to assess participants’ intent to change 
behaviours. These methods do not give any 
information about the outcomes in the 
workplace, for patients, clinicians or teams,  
(i.e. Fitzpatrick level 4).

Preparation
Most of these methods require little preparation 
except for the preparation of suitable questions. 
It is very likely that the right questions will 
emerge during the session, especially if the 
techniques of ENGAGE Hopes and fears and 
ENGAGE Establishing learning needs at the 
outset have been suitably employed. Educators 
could prepare sheets in advance listing the main 
learning point, or for the snowball evaluation 
methods, (see EVALUATE Snowball evaluation). 

Set up with participants
Evaluation of progress towards the agreed 
learning goals can take place at any point in the 
session. However, if the educator decides to do 
this at the end, time must be set aside within the 
session for the reflection and discussion about 
what the key learning was. Otherwise educators 
risk losing the attention and interest of 
participants as they prepare to leave. It may 
seem that setting aside 15 minutes for discussion 
and evaluation is “wasting” limited education 
time. However, educators must balance this, 
against the benefits for themselves and for their 
participants, as outlined above. Valuing 
reflection and reinforcing key learning points, so 
that they are retained and acted upon, should 
be not seen as wasted time.

Debriefing or collation issues
For these direct methods, debriefing and 
collation happen within the session All that may 
be required is a flip chart to record ideas if the 
educator wishes to do that. Having one 
participant write a summary can be very 

motivating (see ENERGISE Making a learning 
summary). The educator can make brief notes 
for themselves at the end of the session to 
inform future planning and for any reflective 
portfolio they may keep for appraisal purposes.

Pitfalls
There are several possible methods outlined 
here. Clearly the educator must be selective in 
their use, choosing the method they feel is most 
appropriate. In any given session only one or 
two of these approaches need to be employed. 
It is probably worth becoming familiar with each 
method, trying it a few times before trying 
another, as educators have different approaches. 
It is very important to “walk the talk” about the 
importance of reflection and give these 
processes the time they need to be effective. 
While participants may be relieved that have no 
tick box forms to fill in, they will not be very well 
motivated if evaluation and reflection cause the 
session to run over.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
The outcomes of this type of evaluation can be 
used during the session, to check progress 
towards goals, to reframe the time scale if one 
aspect is proving more difficult than expected 
and to get feedback on learning. The educator 
can use the feedback after the session, to inform 
planning of future sessions, according to the 
needs of participants. This type of immediate 
feedback is less likely to be useful for evaluating 
whole programmes or modules.
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 Remember that a teacher does  
not just need sufficient knowledge,  
skills and resources, but also the right 
attitudes and understanding of the overall 
context and cultural environment to be  
able to make the teaching relevant to  
the learner’s needs.
Ruth Chambers, Teaching Made Easy

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is  
this method aimed at?
A skilled observer will be able to comment on 
participants responses, and could possibly 
comment on their learning (if explicitly checked 
in the session using methods from EVALUATE 
Evaluation during the session). These 
observations would correspond to Fitzpatrick’s 
levels 1 and 2 for the participants. However, if a 
colleague is present during the session the 
feedback they give will be much more usefully 
directed at the educator’s skills and behaviours, 
which corresponds to Fitzpatrick’s level 4 
Results/Outcomes.

Educators continuously develop their educational 
skills, through reading, experience and training 
that can be obtained from conferences, 
meetings and discussions with educator 
colleagues. A reflective educator will want to 
know whether this translates into their practice 
with participants. A skilled observer can give 
immediate feedback on the educational activities 
in a session, enabling the educator to refine 
what they do even further. Remember, practice 
only makes permanent, feedback on practice is 
needed to “make perfect”.

There is again a parallel between educational 
and consultation skills. One of the best ways to 
improve consultation skills is to review a video, 
or do a joint consultation, with a trusted and 

skilled colleague, using a suitable model and a 
suitable skills curriculum to compare what 
actually happened, with what is considered most 
skilful practice.

In the introduction to this section, a model  
of an educational session was proposed,  
see Resources, page 16. This framework can be 
used to evaluate the results/outcomes of the 
educator’s professional development.

Evaluation information can also be sought from 
colleagues who supervise, mentor or teach 
participants in other settings. In General 
Practice, the Trainers form a useful pool of 
expertise and they will have useful feedback to 
give to General Practice educators via trainers 
meetings or workshops, and during practice 
visits (for accreditation purposes). In other 
specialities these opportunities may be less 
frequent. However, seeking the views of 
colleagues will always be a useful commentary 
on the educational provision.

What is this method most useful for?
This method is most useful for the educator to 
get feedback on their own educational skills. 
The main headings that could be considered 
correspond to the sections of this manual:

• How did the educator ENGAGE participants at 
the start?

• How did the educator ENERGISE participants 
with appropriate activities?

• How did the educator make use of any 
opportunities to ENRICH learning?

• How did the educator EVALUATE what was 
happening, during or after the session?

This method of evaluation is directed, not to the 
participants, but to the educator themselves.

2// FEEDBACK FROM 
COLLEAGUES
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In addition there are two processes that run 
alongside, throughout the educational session:

• How did the educator build relationships 
with and between participants?

• How did the educator structure the session  
so that the aims, objectives and intermediate 
learning outcomes were met smoothly, and  
in the time available?

For any given session, it is probably best to 
concentrate in just one or two of these aspects. 
The educator may wish to get feedback on their 
use of a particular educational skill, (for example 
making a round of questioning effective, or 
enriching the session by involving a patient). 
Choosing which section to concentrate on, 
enables educators and observers to drill down 
and give feedback on specific skills.

Alternatively, the observer could give feedback 
on what skills were used to build effective 
relationships or how well the educator managed 
the flow and structure of the session overall.

Considering evaluation of the educators skills, 
using a formative feedback approach like this, can 
enhance the educator’s development. It also gives 
observers specific things to look out for so that 
they will be able to give SMART (specific, 
measurable, achievable, realistic, timely) feedback, 
rather than generic non-specific praise.

By dividing up an educational session in this way, 
a reflective educator can themselves pick one 
aspect of the session to work on and reflect on. 
Educators can then experiment with different 
skills and approaches, to find out what works 
best for their group of participants. 

What is this method is less useful for?
Direct observation from a skilled colleague 
whose task is to give the educator feedback can 
be hard to come by. Most skilled educators are 
busy delivering education themselves. Thus, it is 
likely that this kind of feedback will occur 
occasionally, rather than regularly. The observer 
can use a framework to inform the feedback, so 
that the educator gets the maximum benefit 
from the observation process. Therefore, this 
form of evaluation and feedback will not be 
used to evaluate a whole module or programme. 
Observation is not even likely to evaluate a 
whole session, because a focus on observing 
skills means that usually only a part of the 
session is likely to be considered. 

Preparation
The educator must first find a skilled observer, 
so that they can discuss in advance what 
elements of the session the educator wishes to 
focus on, and the observer can prepare 
themselves to make notes on the specific skills 
employed. In a mentoring way, an observer can 
also discuss the implicit attitudes and values that 
the educator is promoting; how was the hidden 
curriculum delivered and what did it consist of?

The educator and observer also need to set 
aside some time after the session to discuss 
what happened, so that feedback can be 
digested and reflected upon. Then the educator 
can decide which skills they wish to develop in 
the future.

Set up with participants
Participants need to be introduced to any 
observer, if they are not already familiar with 
that person. If the educational sessions are 
jointly delivered by two educators anyway, the 
educators may quietly agree that one person will 
be observed by the other for one specific aspect 
of the session. Educators who are observing, can 
also agree with their colleague as to whether 
they will also seek the observations of 
participants, using techniques from EVALUATE 
Evaluation during the session.

In principle, and with the consent of participants, 
observers could use remote observation. This 
could be a video of the session, which should be 
deleted after feedback. Alternatively, the session 
could be live streamed to a remote location 
using video platforms such ZOOM or Google 
Hangouts, so that the observer need not be 
personally present at the session.

Debriefing or collation issues
All feedback needs to be given using the 
principles of good feedback and be SMART,  
(see above) and conducted with attention to the 
relationship between observer and educator.  
The observer can build trust by sticking to the 
process that has been agreed, giving specific 
positive feedback as well as exploring any 
elements that the educator may wish to develop 
further. Such feedback will provide excellent 
evidence for any educator appraisal process.
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Pitfalls
Even a relatively short educational session is a 
complex mix of content, educational skills and 
relationships. All these elements contribute to 
the successful delivery of educational activities. 
Attempting to evaluate everything could easily 
overwhelm observer and educator alike. A 
specific focus is likely to be more effective. Being 
observed can be stressful at times and the 
observer has a responsibility to see the process 
as nurturing and developmental, not critical and 
undermining. Thus, good preparation and a 
supportive relationship is essential.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
The outcomes of this approach are best  
used by the educator themselves to reflect on  
and further develop their educational skills. 
Reflection on their educational skills will of 
course be useful for any appraisal or reflective 
portfolio. Many educators learn from each other, 
so when a meeting, conference or appraisal 
discussion occurs, educators could share their 
experiences of being observed, and what  
they did with the feedback they obtained.  
Being available as a skilled observer and  
using the framework proposed here, offers 
opportunities for observers to improve their  
own educator skills

Stage of the educational intervention

ENGAGE at the start to get learners and 
teachers working together and to establish 
the relevant agenda for the process.

ENERGISE throughout the intervention using 
techniques that maintain interest.

ENRICH the experience by using varied 
techniques that enable working at different 
levels, exploring knowledge skills and 
attitudes.

EVALUATE effectiveness during the 
intervention and afterwards using techniques 
to promote reflection and improvement.

Develop the  
relationship with  
the participants

Attend to the  
structure of the 

educational programme 
and make this explicit  

to participants

Resources 

Model of an educational session
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 Diffused knowledge immortalises  
itself.  James Mackintosh

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level are 
these methods aimed at?
A small selection of methods are described  
here that harness the insight of participants to 
evaluate their own learning and that of their 
peers. The aim is evaluate how effective the 
educator’s intervention has been, by asking 
participants to assess their own learning and 
behaviour changes. Thus, Fitzpatrick’s levels 2 
and 3 (learning and behaviour) are being 
evaluated here.

Here is a selection of methods, educators can 
use these ideas as a springboard to develop their 
own approach.

Participant generated test questions

Ask pairs or small groups of participants to 
devise an examination type question about one 
aspect of the session and write it on a card/slip 
of paper. It may be helpful to assign different 
subject matter to different groups to ensure that 
not everyone asks the same question! Pass an 
envelope around for the questions to be 
collected in. Review them after the session. 

The nature of the questions will help the 
educator to evaluate how well the material has 
been understood. Put the questions on a 
PowerPoint slide to be used as a warm up quiz 
for the next session. Participants can complete 
their answers privately (no need to do any 
formal marking). 

The educator can then facilitate a discussion 
about the answers. This will reinforce learning as 

well as enabling evaluation by the educator as to 
whether key issues have been absorbed.

One-to-one meetings

If the educator has a process of one-to-one 
meetings with participants, a question about 
enhancing learning could be included in  
the discussion. 

A drawback of this method is that some 
participants they may find it difficult to offer 
what they consider criticism face to face with the 
educator, see ENRICH One-to-one meetings.

Suggestion box

Give participants a card or piece of paper on 
which to record suggestions for improving the 
session they have just experienced. Leave a box 
or large envelope at the door for collection. This 
can be done formally, involving all participants 
when the educator wants feedback about a 
particular session. A suggestions box could be 
left there at every session if participants wish to 
comment at other times.

Educational review station

If doing a speed dating session, including a 
reflection station where participants are  
invited to reflect on the educational process,  
can provide some helpful evaluation for the 
educator also, (See ENRICH Enhanced 
educational speed dating).

A small selection of methods is described here  
that harness the insight of participants to evaluate  
their own learning and that of their peers. 

3// PARTICIPANT  
DRIVEN METHODS
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Keep/change quadrants

Ask participants to use a sheet of A4,and divide 
it into four quadrants. Label the quadrants as 
follows:

• Top left, what aspects of the course are 
enhancing your learning?

• Top right, what could change or be improved 
to enhance learning on this course? 

• Bottom left, what are you doing personally to 
enhance your learning on this course?

• Bottom right, what do you need to do 
personally to change or enhance your  
own learning?

Ask participants to make brief notes in each 
quadrant. The sheets can be collected and 
summarised if administrative time is available. 
Alternatively, a similar quadrant can be drawn 
on a flip chart, populated and discussed in the 
session. This method emphasises the shared 
responsibility that educators and participants 
have for successful learning (see Reference 1, 
page 19).

 We live and learn, but sadly at  
different rates.  Alan Magid

What are these methods most  
useful for?
These methods encourage participants in 
self-assessment and can increase their self-
awareness, (especially of their own learning 
progress). These methods also enable educators 
to understand what is actually being learned  
(as opposed to what educators think they are 
teaching), so that educators can modify their 
activities, as needed, to ensure optimal  
learning. The educator shows that they have  
a positive attitude to feedback and suggestions 
for change, while also having a clear “learner 
focused” approach.

Understanding what different participants gain 
from a session can assist planning of future 
sessions. The learning should be evaluated 
against the Intended Learning Outcomes that 
the educator had in mind. Did participants learn 
more or less than expected?

In addition, there is a powerful “hidden 
curriculum” message here. By seeking to 
evaluate their work and involve participants in 
this process, educators are demonstrating key 

attitudes; the importance of self-awareness, 
respect for participants and willingness to  
accept feedback with a view to change  
and improvement.

What are these methods less  
useful for?
While these methods may highlight areas that 
the educator may wish to improve on, specific 
strategies for improvement may not necessarily 
result. Sometimes participants can make very 
specific suggestions, which is helpful. More 
often they will recognise that there was a 
problem, “The session on ethics went on too 
long and was exhausting”, without necessarily 
having a good solution. Clearly, the educator 
must deploy their educational skill, often in 
discussion with colleagues, to create effective 
educational strategies to overcome problems. 
Making the ethics session shorter, may not be 
the best way to make it less exhausting.

Preparation
It can save time and give more weight to the 
evaluations if the educator prepares appropriate 
cards/sheets/keep or change quadrants in 
advance. Where honest responses are sought,  
it can be helpful to try and preserve the privacy 
of individuals by gathering responses in a large 
envelope for example, or even by getting 
someone other than the educator to administer 
some of the evaluations.

Set up with participants
The methods are described above. The educator 
should explain the purpose of the activity; 
participants are being asked to participate in the 
evaluation so that the educator can establish 
how effective the educational activities are, so 
that areas requiring improvement can be 
identified and so that participants will get a 
better learning experience in the future. Explain 
exactly when and how the outcomes of the 
evaluation will be discussed with the group.

Debriefing or collation issues
Discussing the outcome of the evaluations is 
always important, but especially so when 
participants have generated the questions for 
assessment, or when the keep/change quadrant 
reveal their thoughts. Most of these methods 



19 A practical guide to medical education

are simple to collate and the outcomes can be 
discussed in real time in the session. The 
educator can outline how the results will be 
used, and indicate what kinds of development or 
changes are contemplated. The debriefing 
discussions also provide participants with many 
opportunities to learn from other participants: 
what do other people do that helps them? What 
are other people planning to change in order to 
enhance learning? Peer modelling can be more 
effective than instructions from an educator.

Pitfalls
When discussing the outcomes, the educator 
must be able to distinguish things that can 
reasonably be changed or developed and those 
that cannot. Sometimes educators face issues 
that cause difficulty but which cannot currently 
be altered. For example, rooms may be 
unsuitable in some way, the group size may be 
larger than is comfortable, and curricula are set 
by the Royal Colleges, not by the educator and 
so on. Being able to temper participants’ desires 
for their education with realism about what is 
feasible, is a difficult art to master at times.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
Results are best discussed with participants as 
soon as is feasible, ensuring that the whole 
group are aware of the collated issues where 
relevant. The results can also be used as part of 
an educators reflective practice, to be discussed 
at appraisal or combined with other information 
in reports and for course inspections or Royal 
College visits.

References
1. Material adapted from Helminski, L. and 

Koberna, S. (1995). Total quality in 
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 A high quality portfolio of learning 
requires that the learner records not merely 
that they attended an event, but what they 
learned from it and how they plan to apply 
that learning.  Mark Cole

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
These type of questionnaires are most usefully 
administered at the end of a module or one day 
course/single session. They are less suitable for 
evaluating longer programmes. There are 
specific examples given under the Resources 
section below. Such questionnaires tend to focus 
on Fitzpatrick’s levels 1 and 2, i.e. What were 
participants’ responses to the educational 
experience, and what did participants learn? 
Approaches to levels 3 and 4 are covered in 
EVALUATE End of Programme Fitzpatrick 3  
and 4.

What this method most useful for?
All-purpose questionnaires are most useful when 
evaluating a specific session or short module, 
such as a residential course. Not every session 
needs to be evaluated every time it happens. 
When developing a new session, educators will 
need to evaluate whether the purpose of the 
session was achieved (against the proposed 
curriculum and compared to the expressed 
learning needs of participants expressed at the 
start of the session). Educators can also gain 
feedback about any improvements for future 
sessions. However, a well-designed session will 
not require repeated formal evaluation. Rather, 
the educator will elicit formative feedback during 

the session and perhaps at the start of the next 
session, to keep them on track.

What is this method is less useful for?
This method is less suitable for evaluating a 
whole programme or series of sessions, because 
it is rather focused. The examples given here do 
not address the Fitzpatrick levels of behaviour 
and outcomes (see EVALUATE End of 
Programme Fitzpatrick 3 and 4).

Preparation
Suitable questionnaires need to be prepared 
before the session and arrangements made for 
collation of the results. 

Set Up with participants
The educator needs to explain the evaluation, 
which is needed to ensure that educational aims 
are met, so that the educator understands if any 
changes are needed for future sessions on this 
subject. The educator needs to allocate sufficient 
time for participants to read, reflect and 
complete the evaluation so that they do it 
properly and do not simply rush off having filled 
it in perfunctorily. A poorly reflected upon 
evaluation will not yield useful information (for 
educators or participants), and may result in 
comments like “I hate filling in these forms”. 
The educator can pre-empt this, and get useful 
information, by explaining the purpose and 
encouraging reflection and recording of what 
has been learned. Referring back to the learning 
needs assessed at the outset of the session can 
be one way to help participants write down and 
reinforce their learning.

This evaluation method uses standard  
questionnaires with a mixture of open, directed 
questions and free text options

4// ALL-PURPOSE  
QUESTIONNAIRES FOR 
FITZPATRICK LEVELS 1 AND 2
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Debriefing or collation issues
In developing a new session, it may be most 
valuable for the educator simply to read all the 
evaluations and make notes on what changes 
they plan to the session to improve it next time. 
Discussing the findings with a fellow educator 
can be valuable, especially if they were able to 
observe the session. Administrative help to 
collate and report on such evaluations may be 
needed for inspection or appraisal purposes.

Pitfalls
Overdoing evaluation, or doing evaluations  
too frequently, risks making participants irritated 
and fatigued with the evaluation process. If that 
happens, they make not reflect properly, and 
simply rush to complete the questionnaire  
(in a desire to get away on time). Better fewer 
but better evaluations overall, is probably the 
way to go.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
This type of evaluation is best used to fine tune 
the delivery of sessions, to ensure that the 
learning outcomes are aligned with participants 
expressed needs (what participants are most 
concerned about), and that outcomes are also 
aligned to the curriculum requirements, (what 
educators are most concerned about). In 
reviewing the answers, educators will be 
especially interested in those that confirm, (or 
refute) coverage of the formal curriculum, and 
which tend to support the implicit objectives of 
the informal or hidden curricula, (see General 
Introduction). A detailed report on the learning 
achieved in one session, with comments on how 
that may be improved, is likely to be far more 
interesting to any appraiser or programme 
inspection team, than many tick box evaluations, 
whose meaning may be difficult to discern.
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Sample questionnaires

Questionnaire 1 – a standard questionnaire for evaluating participants’ responses 
(Fitzpatrick level 1) for a residential module

This questionnaire focuses on what was experienced by the participant, what they personally 
valued or found challenging and addresses any concerns they may have by providing a space  
for comment. It has a small focus on practical arrangements, but does not focus on whether 
participants “liked” the module or enjoyed it.

Residential courses (in General Practice training) often take place at the start of programmes. 
Suggestions for improvements to the module are not elicited in this evaluation because 
participants at this stage are less likely to have a clear understanding of the purpose of the 
residential, (to build rapport, relationships and begin the process of developing a community of 
practice) and are even less likely to have a clear understanding of methods to promote those aims, 
within professional education. If suggestions for improvement are requested they often take the 
form “more free time to go for walks” or “an abseiling course would have been nice”. While these 
may be enjoyable additions, they are not likely to convince educational funding bodies that they 
directly contribute to the educational objectives of the course. 

This is an illustration of how the evaluation questions need to be of the right construction, (open 
questions) and also used in a way that defines the scope of the enquiry (in this case Fitzpatrick’s 
level 1, responses to the experience). The questions also embody the assumptions that experiences 
may be valued, but that it is also normal to have some challenging experiences, during educational 
activities. Thus, an evaluation like this can pave the way for participants to expect challenges that 
may take them outside their comfort zone. 

In this example (see page 23) the reasons for asking the questions are added in italics.  
Educators can decide whether these reasons need to be on the form given to participants –  
it is not necessarily helpful.

Questionnaire 2 – an all-purpose questionnaire, to evaluate a specific session, 
emphasising participants learning outcomes (Fitzpatrick’s level 2)

If the session has been set up using the methods from the ENGAGE section (Hopes and fears and 
Establishing learning needs at the outset) some evaluation will happen within the session, when 
the learning needs are reviewed at the end. Therefore any formal evaluation can focus on what 
learning participants have taken away from the session, and helps them to reflect on what the 
next steps might be. This can help educators get feedback on the effectiveness of the session and 
help them plan for future sessions.

In this example (see page 24) the reasons for asking the questions are added in italics.  
Educators can decide whether these reasons need to be on the form given to participants –  
it is not necessarily helpful.

 RESOURCES
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Questionnaire 1 – a standard questionnaire for evaluating participants’ responses  
(Fitzpatrick level 1) for a residential module

RESIDENTIAL COURSE EVALUATION

Date of course:

Please write a brief comment about: 
LOCATION/PRACTICAL ARRANGEMENTS /ORGANISATION/ACCOMMODATION

(Emphasising a brief comment on these practical arrangements indicates a willingness to receive 
feedback, but does not dwell on the “hotel” aspects of the residential. These issues are important, 
but not the main focus of the event.)

What were the three most important things you SAW during the residential?

a.

b.

c.

(This question emphasises reflection on the participant’s own experiences and responses to the event.)

List three important things you HEARD during the residential?

a.

b.

c.

(This question emphasises reflection on the participant’s own experiences and responses to the event.)

What did you VALUE most about your experience?

(This question asks participants to reflect and make a judgement about what they value, what is 
important to them, and helps to demonstrate the educators concern for them as an individual)

What was the MOST CHALLENGING thing for you personally?

(This question recognises and normalises that education can be personally challenging, demonstrates 
the educators concern for the participant as an individual, and helps educators to identify any 
unexpected challenges. Educators will also glean what challenges occur and to for how many 
participants. For example, are there are many participants who are frightened to contribute to a 
group discussion? This aids planning of future events)

ANY OTHER COMMENTS/FEEDBACK/THOUGHTS/CONCERNS ABOUT THE RESIDENTIAL COURSE?

(The open nature of this question allows participants space to express concerns and any other 
comments, showing a willingness to hear things that may not have been said verbally in the group.)
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Questionnaire 2 – an all-purpose questionnaire, to evaluate a specific session, emphasising 
participants learning outcomes (Fitzpatrick’s level 2)

TITLE OF SESSION:      DATE:

Please write your reflections on the session in response to the following questions. You can use these 
reflections on what you have learned as a guide to making your portfolio entry for today’s session.

(This introduction raises the issue of reflection as an important educational process, and signals  
that participants may need to record their learning in an appraisal or training portfolio. This is an 
example of how the evaluation questions can incorporate assumptions about education, in this  
case that reflections, and recording reflections, are of value.)

At the start of the session, how were learning needs discussed and identified?

(This focuses attention on the discussion at the start when learning needs were talked through see 
ENGAGE Assessing learning needs at the outset)

How important were those learning needs in relation to your daily work?

(This helps the educator to ensure that subject matter is presented in a way that emphasises its 
relevance and importance; see ENGAGE Everything with a purpose)

Which of those learning needs did the session address?

What were your most important learning points from this session?

1.

2.

3.

Any other important learning?

(This question addresses the crucial issue of what was actually learned, rather than what the 
educator thinks they have been teaching.)

What changes do you intend to make to your practice as a result of this session?

1.

2.

3.

Any other changes?

(This question highlights that effective learning means change. It does not assess that change, but in 
signalling intent to change, helps to orientate the learner towards changes that need to be made in 
their daily work.)

When covering this subject matter in future, it would be better if …

(This invites suggestions for improvement or change in the session)

Any other comments or suggestions?
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 It is good to rub and polish our brains 
against that of others.  Montaingne

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
This method can be used for more than one 
Fitzpatrick level (usually levels 1,2,3) For example, 
it could be used to evaluate participants’ 
responses to an educational intervention and 
can just as easily be adapted to evaluate their 
key learning points or changes in their 
behaviour after training. It is similar to the 
“ideas bring and buy” described in ENRICH 
Making rounds effective.

If applied sometime after the educational 
intervention, this method can be a useful way  
to evaluate changes in behaviour as a result  
of learning. To use this method to evaluate 
outcomes, for example, effects on patients, 
systems or on participants stress or resilience 
levels, the questions would have to reflect the 
type of change to be considered. Examples of 
Snowball Evaluation sheets are given in the 
Resources section (Page 27).

What this method most useful for?
This method has two main uses. Firstly, by 
encouraging personal reflection and group 
discussions, it enables participants to focus in on 
the areas that the educator is particularly 
interested in. This could be the strengths and 
weaknesses of a particular session, what was 
learned, how learning was applied or what 
effects learning had overall. By using the “pause, 
pair, square, share” approach (see also ENERGISE 
Effective questions for groups), participants are 
also directly exposed to the thoughts and 
learning of others. This can highlight important 
messages from the education that some 

participants may have missed or undervalued. 
The process of evaluation thus becomes a 
potential way to extend and reinforce learning. 
The educator highlights the benefits of reflection 
both alone, and in discussion with others 
afterwards, so that reflection becomes a natural 
part of the learning process. This is so that 
participants increase their reflection skills, which 
are crucial for lifelong learning, by sharing and 
collating their views.

Secondly, this method enables educators to 
develop their understanding of the range of 
participants’ views and experiences, fairly quickly 
and easily. Little collation work is needed 
afterwards, so that results can be discussed with 
participants at the time of the evaluation. Ideas 
and suggestions for improving the education will 
naturally follow. The educator can feed back 
their own thoughts to the group, explaining 
what changes might occur and why. When 
participants appreciate that evaluation is taken 
seriously, is not just “tick a box” and that 
change is likely to result, they become more 
committed to the evaluation process and to the 
process of reflection on their learning.

Relationships between participants and 
between participants and educator are 
strengthened through discussion and sharing of 
views, helping to further build a “Community of 
practice” (see General Introduction). 

What is this method is less useful for?
This method occurs in real time, therefore it is 
less useful for evaluating the impact of training 
after the sessions have been completed, and 
participants have dispersed. One possible 
disadvantage, is that, if a small number of 
participants have very different views to the 
majority, this may not be clearly recognised in 
the final “group” outcome. If educators suspect 

A Snowball Evaluation is a group based, rapid  
evaluation, using structured, formal steps to elicit,  
share and discuss the education.

5// SNOWBALL EVALUATION
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that this may be the case, it can be worth 
alluding to this possibility in the debriefing, (see 
debriefing or collation issues, below).

As this method uses a significant period of time, 
it is not suitable for use after every session. It is 
best used for refining and evaluating new 
sessions, or groups of sessions on a related 
theme, or at the end of part of a programme, 
for example, at the end of a term. Does every 
session need to be evaluated every single time it 
is delivered?

Preparation
The educator must decide the focus of this 
evaluation before starting, perhaps by reflecting 
on which Fitzpatrick evaluation level they are 
most interested in finding out about. Having 
some pre prepared sheets (see Resources below) 
can help to make the process run smoothly.

Set up with participants
Explain the question to be discussed and ask 
participants to reflect silently, by themselves, as 
to their three most important thoughts. Then 
ask them to discuss these in pairs, coming up 
with a list that they both agree on, then in fours 
and finally in groups of eight to get a final list. 
Depending on the question, allow up to 5 
minutes for each stage of the discussion and 10 
to 20 minutes for whole group discussion/
debriefing at the end.

In a larger group, there may be several such 
“group of eight” sheets at the end. Depending 
on the size of the group, (and whether it 
naturally divides into groups of eight 
participants) the final sheet might be done by 
groups of six, combing three pairs together.

Debriefing or collation issues
Ask each group of eight/six to appoint a 
rapporteur to share their final thoughts with  
the whole group. The educator should keep 
these final sheets for their evaluation reports. 

As each group shares their thoughts the 
educator can use this opportunity to ask:

• “How easy was it to get agreement on  
these points?”

• “Were there any sharply divergent views?”

• “Does anyone want to enter a  
dissenting note?”

• “What made that successful? What 
improvements would you suggest?”

Taking careful note of the answers can help the 
educator form a more nuanced view of the 
impact of the education they are evaluating. It is 
normal in post graduate education for different 
participants to gain different value from 
sessions. The educator delivers a range of 
educational methods, content and options, so 
that participants can pick up that which is most 
useful for themselves. Thus, it is inevitable that 
educators will not “please all of the people all of 
the time”. Educators can make this explicit, while 
also valuing any negative feedback as an 
opportunity for reflection, so that they can 
develop and improve the educational offering 
for subsequent participants.

Pitfalls
This type of evaluation usually happens at the 
end of a session. At this point participants can 
be tired or may have to rush away to fulfil other 
commitments. This may mean that reflection is 
perfunctory, done speedily and therefore lacks 
usefulness. Educators need to plan for this and 
ensure that the evaluation happens at an 
appropriate time, scheduling adequate time for 
the reflective process, while still finishing the 
session punctually. If done well, this approach 
models and embeds reflection in the educational 
process, so that participants become more 
skilled in reflection, so that their lifelong learning 
will be more effective.

If educators are working with a stable group 
who work together regularly, a snowball 
evaluation of the previous session or term could 
provide a useful starting up/warm up exercise, 
and trigger reflections that have been enhanced 
by the passage of time. This can be especially 
useful for evaluating the “take home messages”, 
i.e. what participants have retained weeks later. 
If participants cannot remember any take home 
learning points, the educator will get a valuable 
piece of feedback!

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
This evaluation lends itself to immediate 
discussion with the group, inviting suggestions 
about improvements, or comparing notes about 
what participants got most value from. Making 
notes on specific sessions and how they can be 
improved at the time, means that educators have 
helpful information to prepare them for next 
time. This can reduce planning time for future 
sessions, because any improvements needed 
have been noted when fresh in the memory.
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Here are two sample Snowball Evaluation sheets.

The first one is focused on the key learning points and activities during the session.

Title of session being evaluated (In this case “Developing skills in breaking bad news”) 
Fitzpatrick’s level 2 – learning

REFLECTING ALONE

What were the three most  
key learning points for you in 
this session?

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

Which activities during the 
session were most useful? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

What improvements to this 
session could you suggest? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

REFLECTING IN A PAIR

What were the three most  
key learning points for you in 
this session?

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

Which activities during the 
session were most useful? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

What improvements to this 
session could you suggest? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

REFLECTING IN A FOUR

What were the three most  
key learning points for you in 
this session?

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

Which activities during the 
session were most useful? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

What improvements to this 
session could you suggest? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

REFLECTING IN AN EIGHT

What were the three most  
key learning points for you in 
this session?

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

Which activities during the 
session were most useful? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

What improvements to this 
session could you suggest? 

........................................................

........................................................

........................................................

 RESOURCES
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Title of Evaluation (in this case Which programme speakers changed your behaviour in practice 
the most/the least?) Fitzpatrick level 3 – changes in behaviour

REFLECTING ALONE

Which three speakers changed your behaviour in 
practice the most?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

Which three speakers had the least effect on 
your behaviour in practice?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

REFLECTING IN A PAIR

Which three speakers changed your behaviour in 
practice the most?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

Which three speakers had the least effect on 
your behaviour in practice?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

REFLECTING IN A FOUR

Which three speakers changed your behaviour in 
practice the most?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

Which three speakers had the least effect on 
your behaviour in practice?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

REFLECTING IN AN EIGHT

Which three speakers changed your behaviour in 
practice the most?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

Which three speakers had the least effect on 
your behaviour in practice?

......................................................................................

......................................................................................

......................................................................................
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 Every defect is a treasure.  Japanese 
Quality Improvement slogan: finding 
defects offers important opportunities 
to improve what we do.

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
This method corresponds to Fitzpatrick level 3, 
and will work best if the educator plans ahead. 
At the end of the previous week’s session, ask 
participants to list their key learning points and 
any key changes they intend to make in their 
behaviour in the workplace. The week after, 
educators should refer back to the behaviours 
that participants intended to change and ask 
them to discuss what progress they made. 
Clearly, this evaluation approach will work best if 
the session in question contained skills, 
attitudes, values or knowledge which are readily 
and frequently applied. This could apply to 
almost any consultation skill, any clinical 
reasoning skill, and any session that aimed to 
improve ethical thinking, professionalism or 
resilience, for example.

What this method most useful for?
This method has two useful effects. It can give 
the educator rapid feedback about how 
effective the previous session was and whether 
it readily translated in behavioural changes in the 
workplace. This should help educators reflect 
critically on how their teaching is working so 
that they can use that information in planning 
similar sessions in the future. Furthermore, 
reflecting on what happened last time also links 
sessions, showing how they fit together into a 
systematic programme of learning so that 
participants understand how learning translates 
into to practice. The educator invites comment 

and reflection on what has gone before so that 
the discussion reinforces the learning in the 
minds of participants.

What is this method is less useful for?
This method is specific to the session from the 
very recent past. It will not work so well to 
evaluate a whole module or programme. If 
asked to reflect on a whole module or 
programme, participants may refer back to a 
variety of experiences in discussing behaviour 
change; the feedback will then lack the 
specificity that will enable to educator to  
act on it.

Preparation
The week before, the educator should ensure 
that participants identify and commit to making 
the changes in behaviour at work that the 
training has called for. Making notes on these, 
the educator should have them to hand in the 
following session. Then, appropriate 
questioning, and perhaps a pause/pair/share 
approach, can evaluate the degree to which 
participants were able to put their learning  
into action. 

It can be helpful to signal that learning is going 
to be reviewed in this way, perhaps by indicating 
this in the programme, or asking the participant 
who does the learning summary to note this in 
the note they send to colleagues, (see ENGAGE 
Creating a learning summary). 

The educator can also prepare by reflecting on 
how they themselves put the changes into 
action, when they were learning about the 
relevant skills. What helping factors/hindering 
factors do they remember? This may help them 
anticipate participants’ reactions and have some 
suggestions to inspire continued effort. How 

This method is aimed at considering the effect that 
education has had on behaviour in the workplace.

6// REVIEWING THE  
LAST SESSION
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much repetition and practice did it take to 
embed new skills? This can help educators guide 
the discussion and remain positive about the 
possibilities of change, even if participants are 
initially finding it difficult.

Set Up with participants
Ask participants to reflect on the key changes in 
behaviour that they were anticipating the week 
before, initially on their own, (“pause”). The 
educator can summarise the behaviour changes 
intended using the notes made the week before, 
so that the key changes are again reinforced 
with participants. Then ask participants to 
discuss their progress with a partner, (“pair”), 
focusing on what went well and also which 
things were difficult or did not seem to work. 
Then invite a general discussion with an open 
question like “what kinds of experiences have 
you been having with….”

It is likely that some participants will say that 
they did not succeed in using new learning. This 
is not necessarily a problem if the educator uses 
this information positively. Thank the participant 
for highlighting that behavioural change is not 
always easy and explore the problem. What did 
they try and why do they think it didn’t work? 
Then invite comment from the rest of the group. 
Did everyone have the same experience? Has 
anyone got a different perspective or experience 
to share? How did others overcome these 
difficulties?

This approach shows acceptance of the 
participant’s experience, so that they can 
comment on ways to improve the education that 
was delivered last time. Find out what would 
have helped them to translate classroom 
learning into behaviour at work. Effective 
education requires skills that many participants 
lack, so their suggestions for improvement may 
be limited. However, finding that a session did 
not work as effectively as hoped, can give great 
opportunities for the educator to reflect, seek 
alternative approaches or develop new 
educational skills.

Debriefing or collation issues
The information gleaned can be easily noted  
by the educator to aid planning for future 
sessions. It can be especially helpful to note 
what successful participants say about how  
the education helped them to succeed and 
change behaviour. Similarly, finding out what 
obstacles others encountered can also help the 
educator improve the training experience for 
next time. Making notes and referring back to 
them is crucial.

Pitfalls
This method is often best used for education 
about things that are common and frequently 
encountered so that participants are very likely 
to get a chance to implement a change in their 
daily work before the next session. If the 
educator is unsure about this, then this 
evaluation can be done a few weeks after the 
session in question, so that there will be time for 
opportunities to do things differently to occur.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
The outcomes from this approach are best used 
to inform future planning and to identify any 
new skills the educator may need to develop.

The discussion can also be very helpful to 
reinforce learning amongst participants, so that 
new skills, or the effects of changing attitudes 
are reviewed. Weaker participants hear about 
the positive experiences that others may have, so 
that the idea of skills development is reinforced 
and there is a degree of “Role modelling”. This 
modelling may be more powerful if it is a peer 
to peer process.

Without being explicit, the outcomes can  
be used to help to shift attitudes in weaker 
participants. The notion that new skills can be 
learned experientially and then applied in clinical 
practice rapidly, is sometimes lost on some 
participants. They may recognise knowledge 
deficits more readily than deficits in skills, or  
lack insight into their need to develop more 
helpful attitudes.
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 Team members create new points of 
view through dialogue and discussion. They 
pool their information and examine it from 
various angles. Eventually, they integrate 
their diverse individual perspectives into a 
new collective perspective.  Nanonka, 
the Knowledge Creating Company

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
 A World Café method is a simple, flexible and 
interesting way to promote large group 
discussions, using carefully chosen questions. 
Examples are given in the Resources section 
(page 34). The World Café approach aims to 
facilitate discussions by breaking larger groups 
into several small groups. Small groups gather 
round a table, with a specific question to 
discuss, and a large piece of paper to record 
thoughts and ideas. After a fixed period of time 
the groups break up and scatter to different 
tables, leaving one person behind to facilitate 
discussion with a new group of people, sharing 
what has gone before as a springboard to a 
further discussion. New thoughts and ideas are 
again recorded. Rounds continue until all 
participants have discussed questions at all  
the tables.

What is this method most useful for?
This method takes time, and this can be seen as 
an investment in developing group cohesion, 
developing reflection skills and in developing 
suggestions for improvements. As participants 
are encouraged to write or draw on the 
“tablecloth” it can be an interesting and 
enjoyable way to evaluate a programme, or 
term, of work. 

A World Café approach can also be used for 
purposes other than evaluation. It can make a 
stimulating and interesting component of any 
training programme. The different tables can be 
set up with different tasks, or discussion 
questions that address different aspects of a 
subject. A World Café approach is suited to the 
discussion of challenging issues such as ethical 
problems, resource allocation, or for discussion 
of different aspects of a complex case study, 
(some examples are given in the Resources 
section below).

This method can be used when participants do 
not know each other well, or are meeting at 
long intervals. Ask participants to move between 
tables, so that they get to meet and engage 
with almost everyone in the group, so that the 
educational event gets off to a good start, with 
everyone participating.

What is this method less useful for?
This method is not suitable for evaluating single 
sessions, because it takes too much time. 
However, because it develops a collective 
perspective, it is useful for examining whole 
programmes, or modules.

This method will work better if participants are 
accustomed to small group working and 
discussion. If using it with participants who are 
used to very didactic educational methods, 
careful explanations and briefing will be needed. 
The educator should be available during 
discussions, to assist, facilitate or encourage 
discussion if a group seems to be struggling.  
This is usually indicated by silence, prolonged  
or recurrent laughter or other signs of “going  
off task”.

This method creates evaluation through discussion.  
It can be set up so that different tables address the 
different Fitzpatrick levels. 

7// WORLD CAFÉ DISCUSSION
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Preparation
The educator using a World Café method for 
evaluation needs to prepare the room and the 
questions in advance.

The room needs to be set up as a “café”, with 
enough tables and chairs for participants to sit in 
groups of no less than four and up to six people. 
Each table should be clearly labelled with a 
number or letter, and participants should be 
allocated to tables. Each table should have a 
“tablecloth” made of flip chart paper and have 
suitable pens of different colours available for 
participants to record thoughts/images. 
Educators may consider adding an optional 
“talking stick” (see ENGAGE Talking sticks).

Ideally participants will be told the order that 
they will visit the tables at the beginning of the 
café, (an example of how to do this can be 
found in the Resources section). If this is not 
done, then they should at least be randomly 
allocated to their first table, to ensure they do 
not just “sit with my friend”.

Before the café, the educator decides what 
aspect of evaluation they are most keen to 
consider, and develops a suitable number of 
open, searching, debatable questions, one for 
each table. 

Questions need to be open in format, (i.e. not 
answerable with a yes or no), so that they 
generate debate and discussion. Questions that 
begin with stems like “to what extent …” or 
“How would you rank the importance of …” 
can work well. In an evaluation context, the 
scope of the question at each individual table 
should address a clear Fitzpatrick level: is the 
discussion to be about responses to the 
education, or what was learned, or how 
behaviour changed as a result or what effects 
the educational had on outcomes for patients, 
professionals or teams? The question should be 
clearly written on a suitable pieces of paper and 
attached to the table.

Set up with participants
The total group of participants should be broken 
up into groups of four to six, and allocated to a 
“café table”. Participants are then asked to 
discuss the question on the table (using a talking 
stick if needed) and to note their thoughts on 
the “tablecloth”. Diagrams or drawings are also 
encouraged. Emphasise that talking together 
requires active listening, so that everyone 
contributes and issues are explored thoroughly. 
Encourage exploration of things that may be left 

unsaid initially, asking participants to comment 
on anything that “may have not been raised, or 
that people are reluctant to mention”.

After a fixed period of time (say ten minutes in 
an evaluation context, more if complex cases  
are being discussed), participants disperse to 
other tables in the following way: one person 
remains behind at the table to chair the next 
discussion, the other members disperse to 
different tables, so that they do not move as  
a group, so that their next discussion will be 
with different participants.

At the end of the discussion, participants move 
again in the same way, leaving one member 
behind to chair, usually a different person each 
time. One person remains behind so that they 
can share what has already been discussed and 
build the discussion from there, perhaps being 
given some prompts to deeper discussion. The 
educator can open the second and subsequent 
rounds by asking questions participants to 
consider developing the discussion considering 
“how that happened”, or “what assisted that 
process”, or “what hindered it”.

When all participants have visited all the tables/
questions, the process of “harvest” takes place. 
The educator invites silent reflection first, so that 
participants can reflect on what themes or 
patterns have emerged. Ask participants to 
consider anything that was left unsaid.

Then invite summaries and comments from the 
group, collating them on a central flipchart.

Debriefing or collation issues
This method collates results in real time, so that 
afterwards the educator need only ask their 
administration person to type up the results, 
which the educator can reflect or comment on  
if needed for reports or inspection purposes.  
It could be legitimate simply to record the 
outcomes photographically and use those 
images. The educator facilitates discussion in the 
“harvesting” process at the end by encouraging 
observation of themes or patterns, new insights, 
and asking if any major issues were omitted.  
This is so that there is not simply a rehash of 
what participants have already discussed. 
Educators can also ensure that there is some 
feedback from each groups “tablecloth”. 
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Pitfalls
 If the total group is very large, this can result in 
some chaotic milling about, as participants try to 
find a new table to go to, while also avoiding 
ending up with the same group that they started 
with. To avoid this, participants can be given a 
list specifying the order in which they will visit 
the tables. This needs to be prepared 
beforehand and each participant given a slip of 
paper with their table order on, (for example 
table A first, then C, then D, then B).

Discussions will be brief and inconsequential if 
the question is too closed, or is too narrow in 
scope. See EVALUATE Introduction for more 
information about asking good questions.

Skills to make this work even better 
It can help discussions to go well if each table 
has an actual tablecloth, with flip chart paper on 
top, a few flowers in a pot (or even a jam jar if 
funds are tight), perhaps a few sweets or biscuits 
for people to share, and a selection of pens or 
other media to record ideas and discussions. The 
final group could be given a smaller sheet to 
highlight their “star finding”, the key message 
they wish to take away.

Educators can also highlight how this is a 
reflective evaluation process: participants are 
invited to think about and discuss their learning. 
This reflection process can be transferred to 
relevant parts of training or appraisal portfolios. 
Participants usually enjoy talking about what 
they valued, or would like to see improved in a 
programme. Helping them to transfer this to 
their thinking and preparation for appraisal can 
help participants develop more positive attitudes 
towards reflection, and help them develop their 
reflective skills.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
The discussions can help educators to identify 
areas where the education is “hitting the spot” 
and help to identify broad areas where more 
work needs to be done. For example, 
participants sometimes respond warmly and 
positively to training, but then cannot identify 
any change in behaviour or improvement in 
outcomes afterwards. Has that education 
fulfilled its purpose fully? Such findings may help 
the educator to plan relevant changes in their 
future sessions. 

This evaluation method involves participants 
fully, so that educators can make good use of 

this to explore suggestions for improvement to 
the content, teaching methods or follow up of 
certain sessions, modules or programmes.

The “collective” view arrived at through this 
process creates helpful material for any reports 
or inspections required, or for the educators 
own CPD/Appraisals/reflections.

The impact on relationships
Using a World Café method can help develop 
good relationships amongst participants.  
The method ensures that conversations happen 
with a wide range of participants, which helps 
people to get to know each other better and 
increases engagement with the whole group. 
The educator puts in effort before the café, 
making tables look nice and developing good 
questions, so that a welcoming and pleasant 
atmosphere is created, so that participants can 
relax and share ideas freely. Some participants 
may not have felt very comfortable in their 
educational environments before and may really 
appreciate a sense of being cared for and that 
their welfare is seen as worthy of attention. 
These are powerful “hidden curriculum” issues 
which educators can plan for, so that the overall 
effect of the educational process is richer. This 
conveys the educational values of the training 
more clearly than words alone: actions speak 
louder than words.

References
1. The World Café: 

http://www.theworldcafe.com/key-concepts-
resources/design-principles/ 

http://www.theworldcafe.com/key-concepts-resources/design-principles/
http://www.theworldcafe.com/key-concepts-resources/design-principles/
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Here is a sample table for allocating participants to tables. On arrival participants note down what 
order they will visit groups in. This example is for four groups. The same principle can apply if there  
are to be more participants. Educators could create more questions for more groups.

Participants name First table Second table Third table Fourth table

Ayesha A B C D

Brian B C D A

Chris C D A B

Dani D A B C

Edwina A B C D

Farah B C D A

George C D A B

Harriet D A B C

Ian A B C D

Jaya B C D A

Kush C D A B

Lin D A B C

Mo A B C D

Nicky B C D A

Oliver C D A B

Pat D A B C

Examples of questions for discussing complex issues, such as ethics

• Table A Discuss, with real life examples you have encountered, situations in which the 
clinician made the patient’s autonomy the paramount consideration, above other ethical 
principles.

• Table B Discuss, with real life examples you have encountered situations in which justice 
and fair allocation of resources took precedence over autonomy/patient choice.

• Table C Discuss, with real life examples you have encountered situations where the 
clinician’s view of “beneficence” differed from other people’s views of what “beneficence” 
was (including the patient’s own view, the carers view, and the views of other professionals).

• Table D Discuss, with real life examples you have encountered situations where the 
clinician’s view of harm (“maleficence”) might differ to the patient’s point of view, (and also 
perhaps the carers view, and the views of other professionals)

• Debriefing/”harvest” questions. 

 – What themes are emerging?

 – Which aspects of clinical care feature most often in your examples?

 – How can conflict between different people’s views on ethical matters be managed  
most effectively?

 RESOURCES
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These discussion points are open in construction, with no single or “correct” answer. The questions 
identify the scope of discussion (a particular ethical principle and participants own real life experiences) 
and imply certain assumptions (that the ethical terms are understood, that participants have had real 
experiences of ethical conflicts/resolutions).

Examples of discussion questions for evaluations

• What were your experiences during the course like? (Addressing Fitzpatrick’s level 1 
Responses). Follow up for the subsequent rounds could include:

 – How did that come about? 

 – Any suggestions for changes in the course to improve this aspect?

• What did you learn during the course? (Addressing Fitzpatrick’s level 2 learning). Follow up 
could include:

 –  What helped that learning to happen? 

 – Any suggestions for changes in the course to improve this aspect? 

 – Did you learn anything that was not openly stated? (i.e. the hidden curriculum).

• In what ways did your actions/behaviour at work change after the course? (Addressing 
Fitzpatrick’s level 3 Behaviour). Follow up questions for the subsequent rounds could include:

 – “How did you make those changes? 

 – What helped or hindered that change in behaviour? 

 – Any suggestions for changes in the course to improve this aspect?

• What effects did the course have on you as an individual, on your patients, on your 
participation in the team at work? (Addressing Fitzpatrick’s level 4 Outcomes) Follow up 
questions for the subsequent rounds could include:

 –  “How did you notice that effect? 

 – What helped that along? 

 – Any suggestions for changes in the course to improve this aspect?

• Debriefing/”harvest” questions 

 – What themes are emerging about the education you are finding most enjoyable/interesting?

 – Most effective in helping you learn new skills? 

 – Most effective in helping you to make changes in your workplace? 

 – Which content has the biggest impact? Which learning methods have the biggest impact?

 –  Is there any learning that has not been mentioned or that is not openly talked about?
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What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
Evaluations during sessions, or at the end of a 
session, or reviewing last week’s session, are all 
helpful for educators wanting to reflect on the 
immediate impact and learning that participants 
experience from their educational activities.

However, the ultimate aim of education is to 
develop the capacity for change in participants; 
the capacity to change their behaviour in the 
workplace and the capacity to change the 
outcomes or results for their patients, their 
colleagues, the systems they work in and for 
themselves. End of programme evaluations can 
be helpfully directed to Fitzpatrick level 3 and 4, 
by asking questions that specifically consider 
behaviour and outcomes, and that invite a 
higher level of reflection than a single word or 
tick box answer.

In order to know the value of a programme, the 
educator has to be clear about what value they 
were aiming to provide in the first place. To 
provoke an even deeper reflection, educators 
may also want participants to reflect on what 
professional values they developed as a result of 
their professional education. 

The method suggested here, asks several “open 
directed” questions, addressing the desirable 
changes in behaviour and practice that the 
education has been directed towards. Deciding 
what is “most desirable” is not something the 
educator does in isolation. The subject matter 
covered and the outcomes to be evaluated will 
be a complex mixture derived from consideration 
of these themes:

• The formal curriculum – with limited time 
available, educators make choices about what 
to leave out and what to include.

• The end point assessments that  
participants are aiming for, influence the  
focus and selection of subject matter.

• Participants expressed interests  
and wishes 

• The hidden curriculum aims and  
objectives considered by the educator  
to be of greatest importance.

Some possible examples, of suitable open 
directed questions, are given in the Resources 
section (page 39), together with examples of the 
free text answers which they generated, and a 
commentary on what educators might make of 
the evaluation comments.

What this method most useful for?
This approach is useful for evaluating a whole 
programme in a holistic way, aiming to get an 
overall sense of what is working well and what 
might need to be changed, developed or 
omitted in future programmes. Did the educator 
light any educational fires?

What is this method is less useful for?
This method is less useful for evaluating the 
impact of a single session or module within a 
programme. While participants often refer back to 
specific session, this is often because a particular 
sessions evoke strong and memorable emotions 
for some participants. While this should be taken 
note of, strongly positive or strongly negative 
emotional statements about session need to be 
understood in a context. Do all participants feel 
the same way? Does the outcome mean that the 
session needs to be omitted, or developed or that 
the educational method and the support given to 
participants needs to change? What weight 
should educators put on a few participants strong 
likes or dislikes compared the group as a whole?

“The purpose of education is not to fill a bucket,  
but to light a fire.” W.B. Yeats

8// END OF PROGRAMME 
FITZPATRICK LEVELS 3 AND 4
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Preparation
The educator needs to prepare question sheets 
in advance, one for each participant. The length 
and complexity of the questionnaire will 
influence how much time and energy is required 
for collation and subsequent reflections and 
discussions with colleagues. Educators will need 
to plan for this in advance by allocating 
dedicated time, (if they are to perform this task 
themselves) or designate some administration 
time from their course administrator if that is 
available. As with other evaluation methods, the 
educator can decide on what will be the most 
helpful focus. It may be too complex and yield 
too much information to try and evaluate 
everything about a programme, every year.

Set Up with participants
A thoughtful approach to evaluating a whole 
programme of study means that participants 
must be given adequate time to compete the 
questionnaire and reflect on what they wish  
to say. A dedicated section of the course 
programme needs to be allocated for evaluation. 
If the process is left to a hurried minute or two 
before everyone leaves, the quality of the 
feedback will reduce and the benefits of 
evaluation by participants will be lost. Allow  
20 to 30 minutes.

Explain the purpose of your evaluation to 
participants and how the outcomes will be 
communicated to them, for example, in a follow 
up email. Explain what will happen next. Set out 
what reflections and discussions with colleagues 
will occur, who else will see the results of the 
evaluation, (for example senior staff, appraisers, 
inspection teams who come to review 
programmes) and how the results will be used to 
improve the programme.

It can help to give examples of how the current 
programme has been influenced by previous 
participants’ feedback and comments. Giving 
specific examples of such changes, will increase 
participants’ motivation to complete their 
responses. Getting a copy of the collated results 
with a commentary on what the educator 
intends to do with the results and any 
anticipated changes will also help to increase 
trust in the evaluation process.

Debriefing or collation issues
Questionnaires inevitably take time for collation, 
so that debriefing will normally be by follow up 
communication to course participants, perhaps 
in a summarising email. This message can have a 
copy of the collated results attached, and 
contain a summary of key findings and any 
anticipated changes. It may be helpful to be 
transparent about changes that cannot be made. 
There are often constraints about rooms, 
location, group sizes or course content that 
educators must acknowledge cannot be 
changed. If questions are worded well, they will 
address the aims of the programme overtly. 
Thus, the evaluation and reflection process can 
also help to reinforce learning.

Other approaches
A holistic evaluation (in the sense of 
understanding the “value” that participants 
ascribe to their educational programme) can also 
be gleaned by using methods from the ENRICH 
section of this manual. For example, ENRICH 
endings, ENRICH Artist in Residence and ENRICH 
creative writing could all be used with an 
evaluative focus.

Pitfalls
Asking good questions can be difficult. In trying 
to assess the impact of sessions educators may 
be tempted to ask about the most “memorable” 
session, for example. However, the most 
memorable session may the one the participant 
was most unhappy about, or could not see the 
point of at the time. It is better to think about 
the Fitzpatrick level in question and focus on 
behaviour or outcomes when devising questions. 

Asking too many questions can also cause 
problems. Participants get tired, lose focus and 
become less engaged the longer the process 
takes. It is better to get good evaluations of a 
few areas, with actionable outcomes, than 
repetitive monosyllabic comments.
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How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
The collated comments will of course be of  
great interest to the educator or educator team 
involved and should allow for discussion about 
what went well and to what extent the aim of 
the programme were achieved. Sometimes 
hidden curriculum issues can be highlighted;  
for example, a participant who says “this is not 
what happens in real life is it?” This is valuable 
feedback for the educator who can use such 
information to address attitudinal issues, such  
as whether behaviour change in the workplace 
 is anticipated as a result of training, in their  
next programme.

It can be helpful for the educator to write a 
short summary of the strengths and weaknesses 
of the programme as highlighted in the 
evaluation, with identified action points as 
needed for development in the future.

It can be even more helpful if such action points 
include any professional development the 
educator may need in order to advance their 
educational skills. This might be particularly 
relevant if the educator is concerned that 
“nothing can be done” about a particular 
difficulty. An attitude of helplessness towards 
difficulties, or one of “blaming the participants” 
may reflect a need for further development of 
educational skills. The educator may need to 
reflect on whether a different educational 
attitude or different educational values might 
help. For example, developing skills to become 
more learner centred, or in delivering difficult 
topics more effectively, or developing skills to 
teach attitudes and values, are all aspects of 
professional development for educators. 
Educational effectiveness can be learned.
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Here are some possible questions and some of the comments that resulted. 

What have been the best things about Study Release Course this term?

• Not being in surgery – it breaks up the week/Giving us reflection time 

• Finishing in good time/Christie cancer days – Free food and drink

• Enlightening experience /Confidence managing uncertainty – not just facts

• Getting to know cohorts and make friends/The course is fun!

• Confidence to deal with random unusual stuff/Reassuring everyone having similar experiences

• All in same boat/Bench marking/Working altogether central and south J

• We feel part of a team/Cohort/Protected learning environment

• Sharing experiences with each other/Chance to chair small group – improve leadership skills

Commentary

The educator can identify many positives here. Some participants clearly value working together in 
a community of practice. What does the approval of “finishing on time”, ”free food and drink” 
and “not being in surgery” tell us about potential hidden curriculum issues? Would it be better to 
ask “which parts of the course changed your behaviour at work the most?”.

What things have changed your practice in some way? 

Here are a selection of the responses that specifically referred to consultation skills.

• Picking apart words, phrases and skills practice” Yes and” instead of “Yes but”… 

• Not ‘any’ questions but “what questions” 

• Positive Language Especially when explaining/describing – for example, “I want to have a  
good listen to your chest”. 

• BATHE! Background, Affect, Trouble, Handling, and Empathy. 

• “Skills rehearsal”

• Alcohol talk – explanation and planning, Focusing on language and phrasing of questions. 

Commentary

There are some potentially specific changes in behaviour reported here, and clearly an increase  
in understanding of the importance of phrasing and language when consulting with patients.  
The educator still cannot be sure that these are being implemented or that patients or colleagues 
notice the difference. This illustrates that evaluating levels 3 and 4 can be quite difficult.

 RESOURCES
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Which sessions on the SRC helped develop your “Professional artistry”  
(making judgements, room to be wrong, going beyond protocol, developing  
yourself, understanding self-regulation/professional regulation?) 

This question aims to evaluate the professional values that participants have imbibed  
in the programme. The answers are given verbatim here.

• The SRC trip away. Great teamwork and personal feedback.

• POSSUM Conference. Managing Uncertainty. GMC

• POSSUM Conference, GMC

• WDYDWYDKWTD* Session. End of life session.

• Almost all. 

• ‘The Doctor’ video sessions.

• Errors. CCG (final) ð SWOT ð Know yourself. 

• Developing myself through thinking and assessing situations.

• Most sessions.

• Dealing with uncertainty. The film ‘The Doctor’ Wellbeing session.

• Ethics/assisted suicide. Managing uncertainty.

• I appreciate the value in right, wrong activation and this help with emotional resilience  
decision making and hope to develop this further. 

• Live drug sessions.

• I this was more of a running theme throughout – both am sessions and small groups.

• Medical error, ethics assisted dying, Whitworth session.

• Residential trip, Artistic work.

*What do you do when you don’t know what to do

Commentary

Quite a wide range of sessions are mentioned here. When asked what they would omit, other 
participants mentioned some of these same sessions. This illustrates that in adult learning 
situations not everyone gets the same learning outcomes, and that is to be expected. Educators 
must then make judgements about how to weigh up different views of the same sessions.
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What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
This evaluation is a way to visualise participants' 
responses to the educational experience in a 
way that captures the information in an 
immediately appealing, visual way. Free text 
responses are turned into a “word cloud” or 
“wordle”. There is no specific Fitzpatrick level 
aimed at, this is more a way of using an image 
to present results in a readily understandable 
form.

What this method most useful for?
This method can be used when evaluation 
information has been gathered in free text form. 
In many evaluations or surveys the most 
interesting and useful parts are the free text 
notes that participants add, so that inviting free 
text as the main way to obtain participants views 
gives rich material to work with (see EVALUATE 
Introduction for more details). The resulting 
“word clouds “can be useful for reflection, on 
the part of participants or educators. It can also 
be a useful way to show information visually to 
others, in reports or presentations. This may be 
appropriate, for example, when programmes are 
being inspected or evaluated and gives a 
“flavour” of what is happening in the education.

What is this method is less useful for?
This method gives a "broad brush" assessment 
of evaluation information. It is therefore less 
useful for detailed planning. Being rather global 
it is less useful for evaluating specific learning 
outcomes, nor specific behaviour changes or 
outcomes in practice.

Preparation
The educator decides what they are trying to 
evaluate and asks some questions that address 
that issue. For example, at the end of a 
residential the key questions could relate to how 
well participants feel they have been welcomed 
into and bonded with a group of their peers.  
At the end of a term, the key question may be 
what the most important sessions were, or what 
was learned most effectively, or questions that 
relate to the overall value that participants 
placed in their educational experiences.

The educator also can decide whether to give an 
evaluation form out as a paper copy, for 
collation afterwards, or whether to use an online 
system such as Survey Monkey. While the latter 
includes every participant, even if they are not 
present on the evaluation day, in practice online 
questionnaires also often fail to get responses 
from every eligible person. Depending on WIFI/
DATA availability and the willingness of 
participants to use online methods, it could be 
possible to use a Survey Monkey approach 
within the session. 

Collation can be time consuming from paper 
copies, so the educator needs to allocate 
administration support time, where possible, to 
facilitate this. Software that creates the word 
cloud is available freely online (Reference 1).

Set Up with participants
The educator needs to explain the purpose of 
the evaluation and what the findings will be 
used for. This is normally to share views with 
other participants and to enable them to reflect 
on their experiences, so that when choosing 
educational activities in the future they will be 
able to identify the types of educational 
experience that have had the biggest impact on 

Sometimes an image or picture is worth  
a thousand words.

9// USING KEY WORDS 
AND WORD CLOUDS
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them, and choose to do similar types of 
education in the future. Explain how previous 
evaluations have resulted in changes to the 
programme, and that information from this 
evaluation will enable the educator to make 
relevant changes to the education on offer in 
the future. 

Debriefing or collation issues
The software that converts text into word  
clouds is easy to use. Choices can be made 
about colours, fonts and shapes of the word 
cloud, to help support the underlying message.

Pitfalls
Sometimes free text generates a lot of words 
that do not convey content. The software 
removes obvious things like “the” or “and”. 
However, educators should review the word list 
to remove words that are irrelevant, like 
“session” or combine words that have the same 
meanings such as relationship and relationships. 
This introduces a necessary subjective element to 
the word cloud. This does not negate the value, 
but is something to be aware of.

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation
As suggested above, word clouds are not very 
nuanced but give an overall flavour. Therefore 
they are best used to give an “overall feeling” 
about the work that has been done, or to 
introduce a more detailed assessment of the 
outcomes. Word clouds make good title pages 
for presentations or reports. This type of image 
can also be used as an introduction to 
participants on the next course, to help indicate 
what value previous participants have gleaned 
from their education.

References and resources
1. Word clouds can be created using the 

Wordle website: http://www.wordle.net/  
or from https://www.wordclouds.com 

2. Here are two examples

Which five words indicate the value that  
the programme has had for you?

 In this word cloud I have not removed repeated 
words like “support and supportive” or 
“education and educational”. The educator can 
choose how to approach this.

Here is another word cloud where the  
question was:

Which sessions on the SRC helped you to 
develop an understanding of “professional 
artistry” (i.e. concerned with making 
judgements, having room to be wrong, 
going beyond protocol, developing yourself, 
understanding self regulation/professional 
regulation?)

http://www.wordle.net/
https://www.wordclouds.com


43 A practical guide to medical education

What Fitzpatrick evaluation level is this 
method aimed at?
Are training programmes truly the first step to 
life-long learning? The most important impact of 
education is also the most difficult to evaluate. 
Fitzpatrick’s level 4 addresses the effects on 
outcomes in participants’ professional work. This 
could include effects on patients, systems, 
teamwork, their own resilience or stress and 
their professional development in the long run. 
Not only are these difficult to evaluate once 
participants have left training to embark on the 
next stage of their careers, but also the final 
outcome is likely to be the result of many 
different aspects of training. This could include 
any formal programme, any mentoring or 
tutoring they have received, their own private 
study and individual experiences. Teasing out the 
effect of an educational intervention is likely to 
be rather complex.

There are two main ways of evaluating these 
longer term effects, asking the question “what 
difference did your educational activities make 
to your professional work long term?

The formal method is to attempt some kind of 
follow up evaluation, sending questionnaires to 
participants sometime after they have left the 
programme.

The second, informal, method is frankly biased, 
limited and totally subjective, although it may be 
the only feedback available. Educators will often 
meet their alumni in professional contexts long 
after they have left the programmes of study. 
Sometimes they spontaneously come and tell 
educators their thoughts on their programme. 

Sometimes educators have to be brave and ask 
them from their thoughts. It is very unlikely that 
the answers will be objective, unbiased or 
specific, measurable, achievable or timely. It is 
worth listening though, even simply as food  
for thought!

What this method most useful for?
Evaluating long after participants have left a 
programme of study is useful for getting the 
“long view” especially as regards wider issues  
of how the programme contributed to career 
development professional development or to  
the skills and values needed for successful  
clinical practice. 

What is this method is less useful for?
This method is less suitable to consider individual 
sessions. It is unlikely that memory will be 
sufficiently accurate to give actionable detailed 
feedback on specific educational activities. It is 
far more likely to yield a broad brush picture. 
Attempting to evaluate courses a year or more 
after they are finished also has the serious 
drawback that it is very difficult to get responses 
from all the relevant participants. Many will have 
changed their contact details, be in another 
country, or be distracted by the demands of 
career and home, so that they do not respond. 
We all have too many inboxes to deal with 
anyway.

This means that caution must be taken when 
interpreting results.

“Do the difficult things while they are easy and do 
the great things while they are small. A journey of a 
thousand miles must begin with a single step.” Lao Tzu

10// EVALUATION AFTER THE 
PROGRAMME HAS ENDED
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Preparation
Anecdotal, spontaneous feedback, if an 
educator meets a participant years later, cannot 
really be prepared for; listen, try to make the 
most of the moment to ask any questions if  
you can.

If a formal evaluation is planned consider the 
questions carefully and keep them few in 
number. Identify what elements of Fitzpatrick 
levels 3 (behaviour) and 4 (results) it might be 
feasible to address. Posted questionnaires are 
fraught with difficulty because participants rarely 
provide any ongoing contact details. Electronic 
surveys sent by email such as “Survey Monkey” 
(Reference 1), also get low response rates. 
However, that may be the best that is feasible.

Ensure that the survey is to the point, while also 
allowing a space for free text comments, which 
are sometimes the most illuminating anyway.

Set Up with participants
If the educator decides to evaluate their 
programme sometime after it finishes, it will be 
worthwhile telling participants that this is 
planned, so that the educator can encourage 
them to participate, so that response rates 
improve. This will increase the value of the 
delayed evaluation. The beginning of the 
questionnaire may need a short paragraph of 
introduction about the purposes of the 
evaluation and what the educator intends to do 
with the results.

Debriefing or collation issues
As with other approaches, it is important to  
try and close the loop of this evaluation and 
feedback the findings to the participants, with a 
summary of findings and potential actions. This 
is also an opportunity to reflect on success and 
on the gratitude often displayed by alumni, who 
do appreciate the educational activities and 
support that they experienced in many cases. 
Clearly, the evaluation may also reveal problems 
with the course, difficulties in translating training 
into the workplace and this will be very helpful 
for the educator planning changes in 
educational activities. 

One major problem with delayed evaluation is 
that responses are incomplete. Many participants 
will simply not reply. When reviewing the 
findings the educator will have to make 
judgments about how reliable the responses are, 
how representative they are, (of the whole 
group or of particular sub-sections of the group) 
and how realistic any suggested changes are.

Pitfalls
Evaluation taking place years or more after the 
education has finished will necessarily be partial, 
subject to all kinds of bias on the part of the 
memories of the participants and may not yield 
actionable findings. This might not be something 
to attempt regularly, unless the administrative 
support is sufficient to generate reports easily. 

How best to use the outcomes of this 
type of evaluation.
The outcomes are likely to be broad, rather than 
detailed, giving a holistic feeling, rather than 
specific feedback to the educational activities. 
This can be good for morale if the feedback is 
good, but dispiriting if not. It takes time and 
effort to do this so educators must make a 
judgement about whether the outcomes will be 
really useful to them.

Before embarking on such a process it is 
probably worthwhile discussing with colleagues 
what the aims and objectives are and what to 
do with the findings. Positive findings could be 
very useful for feeding into inspection or 
appraisal processes. Having a clear analysis of 
any adverse findings and realistic plans for 
making changes will also be useful for any 
appraisal or inspection process.

References
1. Survey monkey – online survey creation tool: 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk
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