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What is program evaluation and why is it important?  
Do you wonder how you’ll know whether a program you’re proposing will actually achieve the goals you 
have in mind? Or maybe you feel good about an activity you’ve implemented, but you’d like to get some 
feedback on how to improve it if you do it again? Measuring a program’s impact and gathering feedback 
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How can evaluation help your program? 
✔  Understand, verify or increase the impact of a program 
✔  Ensure that a program is meeting its goals 
✔  Identify program strengths and weaknesses to improve a program 
✔  Verify that you're doing what you think you're doing 
✔  Produce data that can be used for publications or future proposals 
✔  Enable you to share outcomes with funders or community stakeholders  

 
 
 
How do I get started? 

❏ Identify target audience(s) 
❏ Identify goals of your Broader Impact activity (outputs, outcomes) 
❏ Identify appropriate evaluation strategies and techniques 
❏ Secure Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (if necessary, see below) 

 
When you’re planning your Broader Impacts activities, it’s important to first consider these two 
questions: 7/-%)8-)"-4)0&*#)#-)1$&(/)0'#/)"-41)0-19:))and)7/&#)8-)"-4)0&*#)#/&#)&48'$*($)#-)#&9$)
&0&").1-%)#/$)'*#$1&(#'-*)-1)51-,1&%:)Determining your audience 
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Figure 2. Illustration of SMART project goals (modified from Dungdm93, 2016). 
 
 
Goals can be broken down into objectives, outputs and outcomes in order to make assessing them more 
tractable. Goals tend to be visionary and aspirational, whereas outcomes are more targeted and specific, 
describing the changes you expect participants to experience through your program (CAISE 2011). Your 
objectives are the results you wish to achieve and the manner in which they will be achieved. Stating 
your objectives for an activity might help you focus on the specific content or skills you wish to teach. 
You will usually define more than one objective to meet a particular goal. Just like goals, objectives 
should be as specific and detailed as possible. For example, if your goal is to improve students’ data 
science literacy, your objectives may be to have students learn how to interpret graphs, design and 
implement a plan for data collection and analysis, and present their findings using a chart or infographic 
to highlight compelling results. Outputs are the specific products of your work, such as the number of 
participants in your program or the number and type of educational resources developed and shared. 
Outcomes are the immediate or long-term changes you will monitor in order to assess your progress 
towards achieving your objectives. Outcomes may be changes in knowledge, skills, and behavior. 
Outcomes have clear and measurable criteria, e.g., 83% of families reported accessing information about 
real-time air quality in their community after the program as compared with 45% of families who had 
accessed the information prior to the program.  
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have to complete another quiz or school-like assessment. Finding creative ways to gather feedback is 
important for the quality of the data as well as for participants’ morale. Identifying playful ways of 
collecting data from participants can yield valuable feedback for program facilitators while ensuring that 
the process is interesting and enjoyable for participants.  
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intended audience, through piloting testing of the surveys. Also remember to test how long it takes to 
complete a survey so you can let participants know how much time they will be spending.  

Surveys can be conducted online, by phone or mail, or in person with pen/pencil and paper. 
Participants may be hesitant to invest the time needed for a survey, which can lead to low response rates. 
If your program has the funds, incentives such as gift cards or prize drawings provide an effective way to 
increase the survey response rate. A $5 gift card goes a long way for a short survey, but you may want to 
offer a larger incentive for an hour-long, complicated survey. Response rates will also decrease when 
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Going Beyond the Survey  
As described above, surveys do have some limitations and may not always yield a full 

understanding of participants’ experiences. Other methods for gathering participant information and 
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Resources to learn more about developing surveys, conducting interviews, and other data collection 
or analysis methods: 

● Training through your local Education Departments or Centers for Teaching & Learning 
● Online courses through the American Evaluation Association (AEA) 
● Hughes et al (2016) - article exploring survey demographic questions 
● Vaske (2009) - book about survey research and survey analysis  

 
 
 
Creative Evaluation in Action  
We are providing a few examples to illustrate how Broader Impact activities can be evaluated.  
 
>1$&#'+$)?$.3$(#'-*)
An Aerospace Engineering faculty received an NSF CAREER award for her research involving remote 
sensing of atmospheric change. Her passion for involving non-
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understanding of the program’s impacts on participants as compared to surveys, which failed to fully 
capture these impacts. 
 
A+&34&#'*,)E1-&8$1)F%5&(#!)'*)G'1#4&3)A*+'1-*%$*#!)
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Don’t be intimidated to try out some creative ways of collecting feedback. You don’t have to develop 
long surveys; short and quick reflections will often provide helpful insights without interrupting the flow 
of your program. Keeping the evaluation short and sweet will also be a reminder to only collect the data 
that you need. Participants enjoy creative interactions, and each creative evaluation activity will likely 
help your participant reflect and get even more out of the program. Many of the examples we provided 
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