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Foreword
With this Cookbook in hand, it will be difficult for anyone to argue that children cannot be engaged
creatively with services. There are lots of ideas, and the ‘ingredients’ at the end and the associated
website make it easy to get started. Some of the recipes could easily be adapted for adults too.
Professor Marilyn Taylor, University of the West of England
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Introduction
Why an Evaluator’s Cookbook?
The Evaluator’s Cookbook was developed through the National Evaluation of the Children’s Fund (NECF) at the
University of Birmingham. Funded by the Department for Education and Skills, NECF undertook an evaluation of the
Children’s Fund (England) between 2003 and 2006 which explored the impact of the programme’s preventative services
on the lives of children and young people (aged 5–13).
Early in the evaluation, one common theme emerged. Practitioners, participation workers, evaluators and academics all
commented on the difficulties of undertaking evaluation with younger children and the lack of resources for doing so.
As a result, much of the evaluation activity around the Children’s Fund, preventative services for children and families
more generally, has focused on seeking the views of older children (aged 9 plus), parents, carers or professionals
involved in delivering services.
The methods used to gather children’s views, feelings and thoughts about their communities and the services they
receive have often tended to be very traditional: questionnaires, surveys, structured interviews, focus groups and so
forth. However, such techniques often assume that participants in research and evaluation have well developed literacy
or numeracy skills and do not fully acknowledge the fact that all of us, whether adults or children, express and like to
convey information about ourselves and our world in different ways; through song, photographs, painting, story telling
and other media.
The Cookbook therefore offers:
 a series of arts and activity based evaluation exercises
 suggestions on visual means of presenting findings
 interactive, information technology based, resources
Further, it acknowledges that accepted approaches to research and evaluation are not to ‘everyone’s taste.’ Using
different ‘recipes’ is essential to reach different groups – in different ways which appeal to their ‘sense of taste’. Being
formally questioned can be a frightening experience – particularly those who lack self confidence. Some may associate
interviews and questionnaires with being tested or negative experiences of trying to access, or actually use, services for
children and families. For others, some research methods can be seen as imposing adult views, interpretations and
values on the experiences of children and young people.
Adopting more arts, crafts and multi-media research and evaluation methods may allow children and adults to express
themselves both in more creative and, by using media that people feel comfortable or familiar with, in more expansive
and honest ways.
Thus, research and evaluation may engage more effectively with those groups often referred to as ‘hard to reach’ – and,
hopefully, become an experience which is enjoyed by all those participating in the process, rather than being
something alien and imposed.
The aim of the Evaluator’s Cookbook then is not to replace tried and tested research methods. It is there to add to the
range of techniques available to academics, practitioners and others as well as introduce new ways of gathering
information and help make evaluation a creative, as well as scientific, process.
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Introduction
Who is the Cookbook for?
The Evaluator’s Cookbook is intended primarily as a resource for those:
 researching the experiences of children, young people and their families
 evaluating education or other services for children and young people
 practitioners, teachers and trainers wishing to gather the views of young people on a particular event or intervention
 working to promote the participation of children and young people in decision making
However, the recipes in the Cookbook are designed to be flexible and have been used in a range of settings and for
different purposes with adults as well as children and young people. For example, Heraldic Banners, page 26, can be
adapted to help organisations create a visual picture of their vision and purpose. Pockets, page 51, has proved a useful
tool in gathering people’s ideas (either as drawings, photographs or text) for public consultations – ‘how can we improve
our neighbourhood?’ The Tree, page 51, has been useful in helping agencies think about how they can improve their
services for users, with giant ones being placed in foyers and users’ responses being placed upon them.
The recipes in the Cookbook are designed to be inclusive and have been used with disabled children, adults and people
with a learning disability. The Emotion Tree in the Virtual Cookbook, page 52, (www.nemisys.uk.com/cookbook) was
specifically designed for children with Asperger’s Syndrome – or those who may find it difficult to express ideas and
feelings in a group setting. Stretching the Point has been used successfully in Special Needs settings, with elastics tied
to wheelchairs as well as being held by others.

About the Cookbook
The Cookbook is divided into three main sections:

Starters
These are short ‘warm-up’ exercises which can be used to generate initial evaluation ideas and
issues as well as setting a framework for actually evaluating individual sessions with participants.

Main Courses
These are more substantial exercises, aimed at providing children and young people with
opportunities to creatively explore the issues in their lives and generate evaluation information.

Puddings
These are again shorter exercises to ‘round off’ and evaluate sessions with participants.
The final sections add:
 a series of exercises suggesting creative ways of presenting data – both immediately to participants in a particular
event or to a wider audience interested in the findings of an evaluation or consultative exercise.
 interactive technology based approaches to gathering and presenting information. These resources are free and can
be viewed and downloaded by visiting www.nemisys.uk.com/cookbook.
 templates for key exercises (for example Locks and Keys, page 9) which can be photocopied for use.
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Using the recipes
Each page of the Cookbook contains a recipe which gives:
 The name of the exercise
 Suggestions on:

The preparation
time required

The time taken to run
the exercise

The energy levels involved
8 – highly physical;
3 – quieter/more reflective

The maximum number
of participants
(quantity)

 The ingredients (equipment/materials required)
 The methods (instructions for use)

Examples of how each recipe has been used are also included. However, the Cookbook is there to be adapted
according to the needs of the groups being worked with and to stimulate other ideas for creative approaches
to evaluation, research and consultation. They can be used on a one-to-one basis, with small groups, in a
whole classroom setting or, indeed, in large public events. Enjoy, use or amend!

What will the Cookbook tell us?
Most of the exercises in the Cookbook are designed to be part of the process of qualitative research and
evaluation. They can tell us what children, young people and their families think and feel about their
community, the services they use or the issues they face.
Others may be helpful in yielding quantitative data. For example, the O-meters (Interactive Cookbook:
www.nemisys.uk.com/cookbook) allow for an aggregate ‘score’ of the views of children about the services
they receive generally or to gather their views on a one-off session. Stretching the Point, page 13, can equally
be used to establish numerical patterns – x number of people thought this, y number felt that . . .
Arts based methods are powerful tools for seeking peoples ideas and views. They do not, necessarily, tell
evaluators or others why people hold a particular view or why they believe something. Combining the
recipes in the Cookbook with more traditional research techniques can therefore be useful – for example
using each exercise as a starting point for discussions using semi-structured interview questions:
 ‘That’s an interesting drawing/picture . . . could you tell me more about that?’
 ‘So what you have done is . . . why do you feel that way? Why do you think that . . . ?’

Again, a note of caution. As with any objective research, the interpretation of the professional should not get
in the way of the message and meaning conveyed by the evaluation participant , whether they be an adult
or, particularly, a child.
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