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Introduction 
 

Explore ENU had its inception in October of 2022 where it started as Explore Creatives, a two day 

on campus event for young people interested in creatives subjects including Music, Film and Design. 

The original aim of this project was to increase the number of young people from SIMD20 postcodes 

applying to these subjects and to lower the perceived barriers into these areas. In the years that 

followed, the project began to grow into what it is today: Explore ENU, a taster day of nearly all 

subjects on offer at Edinburgh Napier University for young people from any ‘widening access’ 

background.1 

We are looking to engage S5 and S6s with this event as this is a key decision-making time for them, 

and we had discovered during our time in schools that young people don’t necessarily have enough 

information to make an informed decision on what kind of course to apply to at university. By offering 

them the opportunity to experience their chosen subject on campus, we are hoping they go on to 

choose the most appropriate course for them and feel more confident in their decisions overall. 

The feedback we have received from the young people over the years has been invaluable to 

improving the quality of the event. Attendees sign up for the event individually and must attend of 

their own accord as it takes place during the local school holidays, therefore making sure it is suited 

to their needs is important for the project’s success. In 2025, there was a decision to decrease the 

length of the event to one day, which was based on feedback from the previous year. This meant 

that our approach to evaluating the event needed to change.  

As a project that has lasted for a few years now, Explore ENU needed to have a more considered 

and methodical approach to its evaluation and being part of the Community of Practice allowed the 

time and resources to build that from scratch. 

 
1 The criteria we used for the decision-making process on applicants were based on Edinburgh Napier University’s list of 

widening access student criteria which can be found here: https://www.napier.ac.uk/study-with-us/widening-participation  

https://www.napier.ac.uk/study-with-us/widening-participation


   

 

   

 

Methodology 
What sort of data did your evaluation involve? 

☐Quantitative 

☐Qualitative 

☒Mixed methods 

Which methods did you use? 

☒Standardised Questionnaires 

☐Validated Scales 

☐Interviews 

☐Focus Group(s) 

☐Other (If ‘other’, please ensure to explicitly name the method in your commentary for this section) 

Which software package(s) if any did you use to assist with your evalua tion?  

☒Excel 

☐SPSS 

☒NVivo 

☐Other (If ‘other’, please ensure to explicitly name the package in your commentary for this section) 

Use the space below to provide a commentary on your methodology.  

 

In previous years we had focused on using questionnaires with a mix of both qualitative and 

quantitative questions without much thought as to why this was the best approach for us. 

Additionally, questions were formulated purely based on what we thought we wanted to know rather 

than any particular plan. 

 

 

Discussion 
 

I have used Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle to reflect on the process of building this evaluation project: 

Description: Step one of the planning phase of our evaluation came in the form of a Theory of 

Change (ToC) workshop. I first spent some time revising the ideas behind ToC through the SCAPP 

Widening Participation Guide2 and then continued my research into different approaches to using the 

model. There are many examples online of the ToC method being used specifically for widening 

participation projects, particularly from TASO,3 which I found the most helpful. Once I felt I had an 

appropriate grasp on the theory, I organised a time to introduce the ideas to the rest of my team. 

We completed a ToC table based on our Explore ENU project, thinking through the ‘Inputs’, 

‘Activities’, ‘Outputs’, ‘Outcomes’, and ‘Impact’. This process helped us define exactly what we were 

hoping the project would achieve, and gave a very clear focus for our evaluation. Our method of 

collecting data did not change but we updated the questions based on our Theory of Change; we 

 
2 https://rise.articulate.com/share/ezzsMRg-tEsqq5CV9C6pl4qdUOwGiCTI#/ 
3 https://taso.org.uk/libraryitem/core-theory-of-change/ 



   

 

   

 

stayed with a pre-activity and a post-activity questionnaire. The aim for our data collecting was to 

see whether the impact we were looking for was actually occurring through comparing the responses 

from each survey. 

As well as the Theory of Change approach, I also tried a new method of analysing qualitative 

responses by using the NVivo software. This helped me with reporting as it gave a more 

manageable approach to collating and describing qualitative responses. 

Feelings: Prior to beginning this process, we felt that our approach to evaluation was functional but 

not optimal and we had no knowledge on how best to improve our system. Through sessions as part 

of the CoP, I grew more confident overall and felt that the Theory of Change approach would best fit 

our needs. By leading my team through the ToC process I also increased their confidence in 

evaluating the project and we overall felt an improved readiness to gather and analyse any produced 

quantitative data.  

With regards to the qualitative data, I was apprehensive at first to try a new software like NVivo as I 

was worried that the learning curve would be quite steep. However, as I started to use it and found a 

method that worked best for me, I found that it gave me a clear focus and helped me digest the large 

number of responses easier. Although I am still unsure if I am using the software correctly, it has 

generally made me more comfortable with qualitative data generally. 

Now we have completed one whole year of the project being evaluated this way – from planning to 

reporting – there is definitely a greater feeling of surety that we have done everything correctly.  

Evaluation: During the planning stage of the project, having the Theory of Change structure to work 

through made beginning a new evaluation process a lot easier and was generally a positive 

experience. Much of completing the ToC table was descriptive and easy to do, though considering 

the outcomes and impact of the project was a bit more challenging as we had never talked about it in 

a concrete manner before. However, being forced to think through things methodically improved our 

understanding of the project overall. 

In the analysing and reporting stage of the evaluation cycle, the introduction of a totally new software 

like NVivo had the potential to create some confusion and there was a period where it felt too difficult 

to integrate into the analysis. After spending some time figuring it out, however, I did begin to see the 

benefits and it was successful in breaking down the information we had gathered. It could be said 

that the main negative of the evaluation overall was that it was mainly my own responsibility, with 

only planning input from the rest of the team. Due to workloads across the year there were times that 

the project fell down my list of priorities and support from colleagues may have helped maintain the 

momentum for analysing and reporting on the data.  

Analysis: The new approach to evaluation of Explore ENU has certainly been a success, mainly as 

it has let us establish a proper process rather than going by instinct as we had been doing 

previously. This means that all future iterations of the project can be evaluated in a similar way, with 

perhaps incremental changes each time depending on the aims that year.  

 



   

 

   

 

Limitations 
 

The main limitation of my approach to evaluating the project was that there was a drop-off in 

participants from the morning to the afternoon, meaning that there was no guarantee that we would 

receive the same number of pre- and post-activity questionnaires. This means that we could not say 

conclusively that we have achieved our aims, though by describing our results in percentages we 

were able to give a better feel for the overall result.  

 

Additionally, I was coming into the CoP as essentially a beginner with only a general understanding 

of how to analyse evaluation data. My use of NVivo was purely self-taught and I am still unsure 

whether I have done it correctly. I have also never had training on how to extrapolate meaning from 

quantitative data accurately, especially in a way that I would feel comfortable presenting to 

stakeholders.  

 

 

Lessons Learned 
 

As this project occurs every year, there is a chance for the team to refine our evaluation approach 

each time. I will certainly be aiming to complete the same type of Theory of Change workshop in a 

collaborative way, ensuring that everyone in the team has input to the creation of the evaluation. 

This ensured everyone was on the same page and the ToC approach provided a clear structure for 

us all to follow. Certain aspects of the structure we had already been doing without realising – such 

as the inputs and outcomes – but formalising it made the whole process more robust. Learning how 

to use ToC properly has been one of the most valuable lessons of the CoP. 

 

I would certainly like to improve my knowledge of NVivo to ensure I am using it correctly. It was a 

really invaluable tool and being so hands-on with the qualitative data gave me a deeper 

understanding of what I was looking at and the overall themes. However, I definitely get the 

impression that there is functionality of the software that I don’t yet know how to use that could 

greatly improve the ease of collating qualitative responses. Once I feel I have a better grasp, I would 

be very keen to share that knowledge with my team and train them on how to use it so that it can be 

rolled out across all of our projects. 

 

Lastly, I am interested in validated scales and how they can be implemented into this project. I did 

consider using them this year but felt that it was perhaps one step too many to add to the new 

approach to evaluation. Now that I feel more comfortable with the Theory of Change approach and 

the evaluation of qualitative data, there is space to start analysing closer how we word our questions 

and why. I would be interested in starting out with the pre-made validated scales available through 

resources such as TASO, though I can certainly see a future where we create our own. 

 

 



   

 

   

 

Additional Content 
Images 

 

Our online collaborative Theory of Change board, created during a team development session on 

Miro: 

 

URLs 

 

Pre-event survey: https://canva.link/juvs6is2yi0oym0 

Post-event survey: https://canva.link/h3w8gwlwixfxun9  

 

https://canva.link/juvs6is2yi0oym0
https://canva.link/h3w8gwlwixfxun9

