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This report describes the delivery and evaluation of a Pilot Peer Evaluation Course designed and 

delivered by NERUPI (Network for Evaluating and Researching University Participation Interventions), 

based at the University of Bath. The aim of the course was to develop Peer Review guidelines and a 

CPD curriculum for use in the higher education (HE) sector, with the aim of strengthening evaluation 

practice within organisations to support the planning and delivery of initiatives to improve equity in 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The call for greater rigour and transparency in evaluation to improve practice and demonstrate value 

for money in equity and widening participation initiatives is increasing across the UK, with very 

particular requirements from the Office for Students (OfS) in England related to access and 

participation plans (APPs). While regulation and transparency are important aspects of achieving 

greater equality, external scrutiny does not automatically translate into better practice or improved 

quality of provision. Capacity-building is also needed to develop an evaluative practice that supports 

higher education institutions (HEIs) in providing the best offer to students in addition to meeting 

regulatory requirements. Drawing inspiration from the external examiner system, this Peer Evaluation 

Pilot course set out to explore the potential to develop evaluation expertise while introducing an 

additional level of external objectivity and perspective to the design, delivery and evaluation of equity 

and widening participation interventions. 

 

Currently, provision for evaluation varies greatly across the higher education sector. It is often the 

case that a single post-holder is charged with the responsibility for planning and undertaking 

evaluations of access, success and progression initiatives across an HEI. Evaluators are generally well 

qualified in some aspect of evaluation, research or data analysis but their role calls for some measure 

of expertise across all of these areas. An understanding of equity and widening participation issues in 

the context of HE is also essential to support meaningful evaluation design. In addition, there is the 

requirement to produce evaluations within the specific reporting requirements of regulators such as 

the OfS. 

 

Some colleagues enjoy the support of managers with an active interest in evaluation, 
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2. THE PILOT COURSE 
 

2.1 Learning outcomes 
The Pilot Peer Evaluation course was designed to give participants the opportunity to develop: 
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The series of online sessions, residential and review sessions, were designed to give participants 

training and guidance in collecting and analysing information and also to ensure an appropriate tone. 

The key for successful peer feedback was creation of a constructive, open environment in which peer 

evaluators felt safe to share honest, yet constructive, criticism of other members’ evaluation plans. 

Ground rules were discussed and agreed as part of Session 1. These included seeking agreement from 

participants to respect the opinions of others; listen to a range of viewpoints; maintain confidentiality 

under ‘Chatham House rules’; support everyone's right to be heard; challenge respectfully; respect 

differences; and be supportive rather than judgemental. Additional suggestions from the group were: 

openne
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Peer evaluation pair work began during the residential experience but mainly relied on the researchers 

liaising directly with their partners as part of a process of exchanging information, reflecting on what 

they had received, engaging in a discussion of the materials, and preparing a peer evaluation report.  

As well as guidance on the process, the peer evaluators used three templates as part of the process, 

which had been developed by the team in collaboration with the participants during the online 

sessions and residential, as described in Table 2.  

Table 2: Templates underpinning the peer evaluation pair work  

 

 Purpose Content (Headings) 

Template 1: 

Contextual 

Information  

To collect and structure information on 

the organisation/HEI and the context for 

the delivery of evaluation of access and 

participation activities. 

Local content; Student body; Access, 

participation and progression (APP) 

(strategies and programmes); 

widening participation evaluation 

(structure and approaches); 

Programme planning and Theory of 

Change; Evaluation methods; 

Evaluation evidence (examples); 

Supporting information 

Template 2:  

Peer Evaluator 

Checklist 

Prompts to guide the thought process of 

the peer evaluator in reviewing the 

information submitted for the Peer 

Review. The checklist was designed to be 

used to make notes to structure the 

feedback and discussion with the peer 

evaluation (after the evaluator had first 

read and assimilated the information). 

Organisation’s context and equity 

priorities; Programme planning and 

use of Theory of Change; Evaluation 

context and methods; Evaluation 

examples; Theory of Change 

prompts (in annex) 

Template 3:  

SWOT Format 

A thinking tool which could be used to 

organise ideas and reflections on the 

materials.  

Strengths; Weaknesses; 

Opportunities; Threats 

 

The course team considered several options for the final reporting format. The SWOT approach was 

chosen as it is well-suited to improving quality through the continuous improvement and support 

model of institutional review rather than inspection and regulation approach. The prompts in 

Template 2 (the evaluator checklist) were designed to support the completion of a SWOT analysis 

(and the prompts were colour coded according to which of the four aspects of the SWOT the 

information was relevant to). The ‘SWOT’ format was used as the basis for reporting the conclusions 

of the review, in order to focus attention on the ‘strengths’, ‘weaknesses’, ‘opportunities’ and ‘threats’, 

expressed as follows:  

▪ Strengths – describe what the institution is good at – such as coherent planning processes, 

embedded evaluations, use of variety of methods and data, areas of expertise, and so on.  

▪ Weaknesses – what stops the evaluations from being optimum, such as poorly thought-out 

measures/indicators, data difficulties, inappropriate analytical strategy, and so on. 

▪ Opportunities – internal and external factors that could give a boost: new data sources, chances 

to embed evaluation, additional expertise, unused resources, and so on. 

▪ Threats – factors that have potential for harm if not mitigated: competing priorities, difficulties 

engaging others, lack of resources/expertise, and so on. 

The SWOT was considered helpful in the context of peer evaluation for a number of reasons. It is 

relatively value free, avoids pre-conceptions, and puts the focus on a fact-based assessment of the 

situation. It generates ideas which can be explored further as part of the development of joint 

conclusions. It also has potential for use in making recommendations and strategic planning. The 

approach taken to the SWOT differed slightly from traditional approaches to using this tool in that the 

focus was on aspects within the scope and remit of the institution (traditionally ‘SW’ aspects are 
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internal factors, and ‘OT’ aspects are external to the organisation). The rationale for this approach 

was to enable consideration of the opportunities and threats related to the internal circumstances 

within these large and complex organisations.  

2.5 Assessment  
The pair work process in each case was subject to an assessment undertaken by the course team. The 

team reviewed the peer evaluation report, and, where possible, the contextual information 

underpinning the review, and then prepared feedback to each evaluator in the form of a short (one 
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'creative' qualitative processes. One person said they would have liked to have understood more 

about how the peer evaluation worked in advance.  

Comments from participants confirmed their support for in-person sessions:  

Break down what evaluation is about and the context we're operating in. Get to know the group better, 

better support for working together 

See people in-person & opportunity to network and to talk about our roles and responsibilities 

Definitely has been a much better experience in person. Even though it could be tiring a little bit, it's very 

benefi
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▪ Compliance with regulators such as the Office for Student requirements for rigorous evaluation of 

activities to support national targets and local access and participation plans. 

Participant feedback 

The feedback from the participants on their experience of the peer evaluation review process 

emphasised the benefits of having insights from someone from another institution:  

A very useful sounding board to hear from an outside perspective.  

I think it was useful to speak to someone from a different kind of institution, possibly coming from 

different perspectives.  

Participants comments on the benefits of being able to draw on a colleague’s expertise and experience 

also came out in the feedback:  

It was great to have an external perspective, somebody with more experience than I had in certain areas 

who was able to give constructive feedback that I have already been able to make use of.  

The comments also highlighted the part played by self-reflection in the peer evaluation, as well as 

hearing the views of external colleagues:  

The process of undertaking the Peer Review was tremendously helpful as the peer reviewer acted almost 

like a coach to facilitate self-reflection. The completion of the Peer Review reports seemed somewhat 

useful but the process of working with a peer reviewer was by far the most helpful aspect of the process. 
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Comments included:  

Having the opportunity to ask why certain approaches and implementation had been taken is really 

important and helpful. This helped to decide whether those approaches were something that should be 

adopted for my context or not. Also just the opportunity to discuss evaluation and effective processes with 

someone else sparked lots of new ideas for implementation and organisational development. 

Some great insights from my peer reviewer in terms of the evaluation process at my institution. Some 

great examples of best practice from their institution. Great just to chat to like-minded people and find 

out we're all in the same boat!  

It was clear that some participants had used some of the tools and materials from the training sessions 

as part of their day-to-day work (as well as benefiting from the Peer Review process). For example, 

one participant said that the Theory of Change model had been adapted for use by their team to 

review their TOC models. Another said that following the review 
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Figure 1: Do you think the Peer Review process and report will be useful in any of the following ways? 

 
Source: End-point survey 

There were differences amongst participants in terms of the audience(s) for peer evaluation findings 

within their institutions
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Figure 2: Who do you see as the audience for the Peer Review report internally (please tick all that apply)? 

 
Source: End-point survey 

4.3 Reflections on the peer evaluation pair work process  
The course team was mindful that the peer evaluation pair work process should not be overly 

onerous, in order to be realistic and take account of the time that the researchers had made available 

for this work. Feedback after the process suggested that most people found the process relatively easy 

(Table 3). Difficulties faced in the process included:  

▪ Challenges completing Template 1 (contextual information) for researchers who were relatively 

new in post, or in institutions where data about the university were not always readily available, or 

were not directly connected to wider institutional structures. For example, comments were made 

to the effect that data collection was not necessarily difficult, but time consuming, as it was not 

information the person worked with on a day-to-day basis. In one case, some of the information 

was uncertain because the HEI was in the process of restructuring which implied changes to how 

evaluation was going to be organised and delivered in future.  

▪ Difficulties identifying evaluation practices and examples for review. One participant said that this 

had entailed speaking to multiple people in the department in order to first confirm the example, 

then to get the actual information and data about the programme involved. This had been made 

trickier by the timing of the review over a very busy period.  

▪ Reviewing the information received from the institutional contact was felt to be time consuming, 

which was compounded by difficulties in preparing for the review where information was missing. 

For example, one researcher said lack of information on some aspects of institutional context 

made it harder to comment (although there was sufficient information on evaluation to review this 

aspect). Comments were also made to the effect that the contextual information could be hard to 

interpret without the discussion. For example: “…it's not possible to capture everything (particularly 
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Table 3: Views on the experience of undertaking different stages in the Peer Review pair 

work  

 

Stage in the process 

Number of responses 

Pretty 

difficult 

Neither 

easy 

nor 

difficult 

Pretty 

easy 

Very 

easy 
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Figure 3: Would you say the following were useful in terms of generating new insights which you can use in 

your work in the future? 

 
Source: End-point survey 

The usefulness of undertaking a SWOT analysis as part of the peer evaluation was rated 4.3 out of 5 

on average. Three-quarters said the format was fit for purpose (the remainder weren’t sure). The 

comments suggested the SWOT format was used to underpin the outputs:  

It was useful for writing the report, but we didn't stick to this for the actual discussion. Our discussion was 

more free-form, and more led by our curiosity on different aspects of the information given.  

We talked through all our responses to the Context Document - it was a really great process. Then we 

wrote up our SWOTs independently after the meetings.  

We discussed the review template section by section, and used conclusions of the discussion to populate 

the SWOT template, which worked well. 

It was notable that the responses indicated that different approaches were taken to using the materials 

underpinning the peer review process as part of the peer evaluation discussion focused on institutions. 

One person said:  

In my pair, we agreed a way of doing the peer review, that worked well and felt easy. However, I don't 

know if we should've made it harder and be more thorough, for example?  

Some respondents said that Template 1 (the contextual information) was the main focus in their pair 

work discussions, rather than Template 2 (probing questions). On the other hand, other pairs put the 
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quality and their own institutional context and in the HE sector more generally. However, this aspect 

of the course relies on participants having a certain level of expertise and understanding. In future, an 

application form process is recommended to provide reassurance regarding the level and breadth of 

experience of the participants. 

 

Although clear templates were provided there was considerable variation in the quality and quantity of 

information submitted, limiting the effectiveness of the Peer Evaluation in institutional learning and 

wider dissemination. To address these issues it is recommended that changes are made to delivery of 

the course curriculum, along with further developments of the guidance and Peer Review templates 

along with implementation of a coursework process to enable submission and feedback to start earlier 

in the course and throughout (rather than at the end of the sessions).  

 

Recommendation 1: Use of an application form process 

An application form should be developed for use by participants. This would not be a competitive 

process. The benefits of using an application form will include drawing out the experience and skills 

the person is bringing to the group to support group coherence and bonding, and collaborative 

learning. The criteria will be based on the reflections of the participants and the course team.  

 

Recommendation 2: Dividing the course into four stages 

This will provide a clearer focus for each aspect and provide greater structure. 

 

Recommendation 3: Course work submitted throughout the course  

. 

Stage 1: Institutional Context 

This first stage of the course would consider the institutional context within a broader discussion 

about equity and widening participation issues in the HE sector. This would be based on a modified 

Template 1, Institutional Context, to include additional factors identified by the participants at the 

Peer Review stage. Rather than submitting this at the end of the course, Template 1 would be 

presented for feedback earlier in the course to ensure that sufficient detail had been included to 

enable an effective Peer Review. Stage 1 should include: 

 

▪ Development of specific learning outcomes related to collation of the information. 

▪ Discussions about how organisational information can be obtained. 

▪ Making the link between the institutional context document, the evaluation examples and the Peer 

Review explicit. 

▪ Provision of exemplars of completed templates to illustrate the format and indicate content. 

▪ Provision of an expected word count. 

▪ More explanation on how to interpret organisational structures, processes and constraints. 

 

Stage 2: Evaluation  

There was also considerable variation in the evaluation examples submitted. The requirements were 

not entirely prescriptive to allow for differences between organisations and participants’ roles and also 

to facilitate the co-creation process. Where the requirements were more explicit, for example in 

sharing Theories of Change, the collaborative process was very successful. This indicates that 

requirements around evaluation examples and how to assess them should be made clearer.
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