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Abstract 

In a statewide conference on alternative methods for assessing students’ learning, we incorporated 

responsive evaluation methods into the structure of the conference. The application of these interac-

tive evaluation techniques serves as a pilot study that illustrates the possible utility of these tech-

niques in evaluating conferences. This paper provides a brief review of the literature surrounding 

responsive evaluation, a description of the responsive evaluation methods applied to this conference, 

and a discussion of the results and implications of this pilot study. 

 

Introduction 

 

As part of a statewide effort in Nebraska to improve math and science education, a two-

day summer conference was held in Lincoln and attended by more than 300 participants, 

including school teachers and administrators, state policy makers, and other education 

professionals. The conference focused on new techniques for assessing students’ learning. 

The goals of the conference included: (1) increasing participant knowledge of alternative 

strategies for assessing learning, (2) providing opportunities for discussion and reflection 

on the effectiveness of such strategies, and (3) increasing participant knowledge of state 

and national assessment goals and models. To attain those goals, the conference activities 

were focused on enhancing awareness of the importance of accurate assessment of student 

outcomes and addressing the complex issues involved in rethinking assessment methods 

and their role in the school classrooms. Conference presenters included nationally-known 

figures in student assessment and related fields. 
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Evaluation Goals 

The evaluation of the conference served as a pilot study of the effectiveness of applying 

responsive evaluation methods to the evaluation of conferences. Consequently, the evalu-

ation for this conference was designed to be integrated into the workings of the conference. 

Our goal for the evaluation was not only to determine the value of the conference at its 

conclusion but also to make the evaluation an integral part of the conference itself. 

 

Characteristics of Responsive Evaluation 

The evaluation approach used at this conference is based on the responsive evaluation ap-

proach developed by Stake (1975, 1976, 1983). Responsive evaluation has been used in var-

ied settings for many years, but the application to conferences is, to our knowledge, 

unique. In particular, our use of ongoing, interactive communication between the evalua-

tors and the participants, the attention the evaluators paid to the conference participants 

and their perspectives, the qualitative nature of the information gathered, and the integra-

tion of the evaluation into the conference are consistent with Stake’s descriptions of char-

acteristics of responsive evaluation. 

In an early discussion of this method, Stake defines an evaluation as responsive “if it 

orients more directly to program activities than to program intents; responds to audience 

requirements for information; and if the different value-perspectives present are referred 

to in reporting the success and failure of the program” (1975, p. 14). Responsive evaluation 

focuses on the concerns of the primary stakeholders, gathered through conversations with 

these parties on an ongoing basis during the evaluation. In responsive evaluation, the role 

of the evaluator is that of a full, subjective partner in the program, highly involved and 

interactive (Stake, 1975), and the evaluator provides an avenue for continued communica-

tion and feedback throughout the evaluation process. 

 

Advantages to Responsive Evaluation 

Evaluators cite several advantages to the responsive approach. Responsive evaluation al-

lows questions to emerge during the evaluation process rather than being preformulated; 

it enables the evaluator to acquire a rapid understanding of the program and to determine 

which issues and concerns are most important to a variety of stakeholders. It is a flexible 

approach that uses content-rich information to portray a program in a way that is readily 

accessible to audiences (Hurteau & Nadeau, 1985; Klintberg, 1976; Sorcinelli, Parson, & 

Halpem, 1984; Stake, 1983). The nature of the feedback provided in responsive evaluation 

provides the audiences with an opportunity to react to the evaluator’s feedback and to 

interact with the evaluator about their issues and concerns. The approach explicitly recog-

nizes the values and perspectives held by different audiences, and it provides a context in 

which to examine these different concerns (Sorcinelli, Parsons, & Halpem, 1984). Ulti-

mately, this recognition results in more comprehensive data collection, producing an eval-

uation accessible to the diverse stakeholders (Paolucci-Whitcomb, Bright, Carlson, & 

Meyers, 1987; Rockwell, 1982; Schermerhom & Williams, 1979). 
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Limits to Responsive Evaluation 

Limits to the responsive evaluation approach include a large time commitment to the eval-

uation process and the need for highly skilled evaluators (Hurteau & Nadeau, 1985; Klint-

berg, 1976; Stake, 1983). With the high level of interaction between evaluator and 

stakeholders, the role of the evaluator might become ambiguous in responsive evaluations, 

resulting in the evaluator serving as a resource person rather than a researcher. Also, be-

cause the model is so flexible, it may be difficult to maintain the focus of the evaluation, 

resulting in a failure to answer specific questions (Hurteau & Nadeau, 1985; Stake, 1983). 

 

The Conference Evaluation 

In the conference evaluation described herein, responsive evaluation in its fullest form was 

obviously not possible. The conference lasted only two days, with an agenda and speakers 

set far in advance, and little modification of the program was feasible. However, the eval-

uation reflected responsive evaluation principles in that it was oriented toward conference 

activities rather than conference intents, it focused on participants and their varying infor-

mation requirements, and it maintained a highly interactive structure throughout the con-

ference that provided opportunities for the evaluators to become immersed in the 

conference, along with the participants. 

 

Evaluation Methods 

Several unconventional data-gathering methods were employed during the conference. 

These methods included conducting brief interviews, limited to two or three questions, 

during session breaks; taking and displaying photographs of participants, speakers, and 

various activities during conference sessions; and lastly, administering a nontraditional 

feedback evaluation form to participants at the conclusion of the conference. Information 

gathered from these methods was immediately processed and communicated to the con-

ference participants, who in turn had an opportunity to react to their coparticipants’ com-

ments. 

 

Interviews 

Beginning with the initial registration and continuing during break times throughout the 

conference, the evaluation team conducted brief interviews with participants (see table 1 

for a sample of the types of questions used). The questions used at the beginning of the 

conference focused on participants’ expectations for the conference, and why they had de-

cided to attend the conference. Later questions addressed participants’ reactions to specific 

presentations. Toward the end of the conference, questions focused on the conference as a 

whole. Approximately 10–20 participants were interviewed during each break session. By 

the end of the conference, more than 170 of these brief interviews had been conducted. The 

short time period between sessions necessitated a greater level of formality in the inter-

views than is typical of responsive evaluation methods. The participants’ comments were 

continuously compiled into a data file and printed onto overheads that were prominently 

displayed in the lobby of the conference center (see fig. 1 for a sample display). Displays 

of comments were updated during every presentation session. As a result, participants 

could peruse reactions to sessions they had attended as well as to those they had not. By 
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the end of the conference, more than 80 separate participant comments (about half of the 

total) had been displayed in this manner. 

 

Table 1. Examples of Interview Questions Used in Brief Interviews 

Questions 

Day One, morning: 

What do you hope to gain from this conference? 

What are you expecting from this conference? 

What did you think about the “Equity in Assessment” presentation? 

What did you learn from the “Equity in Assessment” presentation? 

Day One, afternoon: 

What did you think about the case study that was just presented? 

What did you think about the alternative assessment models that were presented? 

What do you think of the conference so far? 

Is this conference meeting your expectations? 

What have been the best and worst aspects of the conference? 

Day Two, morning: 

How do you feel about the conference right now? 

How would you describe this conference to a friend? 

What did you think about the “Content Objectives” presentation? 

How useful was the “Content Objectives” presentation to you? 

Day Two, afternoon: 

How worthwhile have you found this conference? 

How much have you learned at this conference? 

What have been the worst and best aspects of the conference? 

How would you sum up your overall feeling about the conference? 

Were you surprised by anything at this conference? 

 



S P I E G E L ,  B R U N I N G ,  &  G I D D I N G S ,  A M E R I C A N  J O U R N A L  O F  E V A L U A T I O N  2 0  (1 9 9 9 ) 

5 

 
 

Figure 1. Example of participant comments displayed on overhead projector. 

 

Reaction/feedback forms 

In addition to this large-screen display, representative comments from the interviews were 

selected and compiled. Those from the first morning were reproduced and then distributed 

to participants during the lunch break. Participants were asked to react to and comment 

on the statements in a space provided on the form (see fig. 2). Similarly, afternoon com-

ments were distributed during the evening meal and participants were encouraged to pro-

vide their written reactions. Throughout the conference, individual reaction/comment 

sheets were available in every session and in the lobby, next to the overhead display. These 

written comments were included along with the interview responses on the overhead dis-

play. This method promoted the goal of creating interaction between the conference par-

ticipants and the evaluation process. In contrast to traditional evaluation methodologies, 

this responsive technique provided an ongoing forum for participants to observe the eval-

uation data on a sample of participants’ perceptions of the conference proceedings. 
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Twenty-five participants chose to provide specific written feedback responding to their 

colleagues’ comments about the conference. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Example of Participant Reaction Form, with selected comments by participants. 

 

Photographs 

Another medium, photographs, also was an integral part of the evaluation. Throughout 

the first day and the first half of the second day, speakers, participants, handouts, display 

areas, and other conference activities were captured on film. These photos were developed 

and printed immediately so that by early afternoon on the first day, events and materials 

from the morning sessions were displayed on a board in the lobby. Three sets of photo-

graphs, totaling nearly 100 photos, were on display by the end of the conference. Again, 
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individual reaction/comment sheets were available for participants to provide feedback 

about the photographs. This allowed participants to see sessions that they did not attend, 

refreshed their memories of sessions they did attend, and provided them with a broader 

context within which to view their own experience. Specifically, these photographs pro-

vided detailed reminders to participants about the level of activity and participation in 

different sessions, the variety of activities occurring at the conference, and the reaction of 

participants to different aspects of their experiences. 

The conference participants were directly involved in the evaluation by providing and 

reacting to the variety of information about the conference through the interviews and 

though their observation and response to other participants’ comments. Similarly, the eval-

uators, in performing between-session interviews, taking photographs during conference 

sessions and displaying both the recorded comments and the pictures, became immersed 

in the conference. As a result, the evaluators did not attempt to play the role of objective, 

complacent observers, but rather became subjective, interactive participants in the confer-

ence itself. 

Because interviewees were chosen at random, the comments were intended to be rep-

resentative of the perspectives of all participants. As mentioned previously, the partici-

pants were not only school teachers but also administrators and policy makers. The 

responsive evaluation gathered information from and responded to information require-

ments from all of these participant groups, recognizing and validating their different per-

spectives by including their feedback. Within the natural variations imposed by random 

selection, no voice or perspective was privileged over another, and the diverse input was 

evident. 

 

Summative evaluation form 

A summative evaluation form was distributed at the end of the conference. This instru-

ment took a nontraditional form (see fig. 3a and 3b). Participants were asked to graph their 

responses to the questions about the conference. One section required participants to draw 

a bar graph on a scale ranging from 0 to 100 to indicate to what extent they felt the goals 

of the conference had been met. Another section displayed two “thermometers” on which 

participants indicated their ratings of their own effort and the overall quality of the con-

ference. Again, a space for open-ended comments was provided. Asking participants 

about their own level of involvement is somewhat unusual and emphasizes the role that 

participants play in the success of a conference and in the evaluation. 
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Figure 3a. Summative Evaluation Form completed by participants. (A) Side one. 
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Figure 3b. Summative Evaluation Form completed by participants. (B) Side two. 

 

Presentation of results 

In the final plenary session of the conference, the evaluators summarized the conference 

evaluation for the participants and presented a qualitative analysis of the results gathered 

by the different evaluation methods used during the conference. This immediate, formal 

feedback on the conference was the final element of the conference evaluation. We in-

tended that sharing the formal feedback with participants would further reinforce the re-

sponsive and participatory nature of the evaluation, aid in removing any barriers between 

the evaluators and the conference participants, and provide this primary audience with 

timely and relevant evaluation data. 
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Results and Discussion 

 

Application to Future Conferences 

The interactive evaluation approach we used for this conference demonstrated a number 

of features that may be instructive in considering future conference evaluations. In spite of 

conference participants being primary beneficiaries of a conference, they are rarely asked 

to participate in conducting conference evaluations, aside from filling out summative eval-

uation forms. And seldom are they considered to be primary evaluation audiences. The 

responsive model we used allowed participants to contribute interactively in the evalua-

tion process. Many participants paused in the conference center to read the overheads with 

participant comments as well as to view the photographs. Fourteen different participants 

actually pulled photos down from the board to write their names on the back requesting 

copies of particular photographs. Several participants also spontaneously made com-

ments, both written and verbal, about the interactive nature of the evaluation. For example, 

one participant wrote, “Displaying comments for others to see is an excellent idea !” Dis-

playing these different types of feedback to participants not only generated comments to 

the evaluators but also spurred informal discussion among participants. In a manner some-

what analogous to the often-rich discussions that occur at conferences in hotel lobbies, 

hallways, and restaurants, the display of comments and then others’ reactions to the com-

ments seemed to create a kind of “conversation” about the intellectual agenda of the con-

ference. 

Overall evaluation of the conference indicated that participants found the program in-

formative, useful, and provocative. The qualitative comments gathered via interviews and 

open-ended forms were generally positive, with thoughtful and specific responses about 

individual sessions as well as the conference as a whole. In addition, the summative eval-

uation forms were also positive, with endorsements ranging from a mean of 68.3 (out of 

100) to a mean of 97.4 on different goals of the conference. Interestingly, participants rated 

their own effort (86/100) slightly higher than their overall conference rating (80/100). 

Although the responsive evaluation approach had many benefits for this conference, 

this approach also carries several risks because of its interactive nature. Participants in a 

conference are typically neither interviewed for their opinions about sessions immediately 

after they are over, nor are they provided with a large sampling of other participants’ com-

ments throughout a conference. This interactive approach enables participants not only to 

react to the conference itself but also to the other participants’ remarks. This opens up the 

possibility of a snowball” effect. If sessions are going well (as they did in this conference) 

and the comments are positive, this may influence the other participants to think positively 

about the conference. Negative comments, on the other hand, may influence participants 

to view the conference more negatively than if they did not know the reactions of other 

participants. 

Our sense is that the constant interactive feedback could become overwhelming under 

some circumstances. Since the lines between what is being evaluated and the evaluation 

itself become blurred, interpretation is more difficult and the instruments may become re-

dundant. In addition, participants who are expecting to play a more passive role may re-

sent being asked to take on an interactive role. 
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In summary, this type of interactive approach to evaluation allows evaluators to partic-

ipate in the conference and participants to be involved in the evaluation. This immersion 

effect, while possibly more cumbersome and less quantitatively exact, allows for a richer 

and more detailed interpretation of the successes and failures of the conference. The re-

sponsive nature of the evaluation can circumvent biases introduced by the impersonal, 

quantitative, post-conference nature of traditional evaluations. In addition, it provides a 

primary audience with important and timely feedback with their own perspective in mind. 

While this conference-based example was an experimental first step, it provides a basis for 

alternative approaches to conference evaluation. 
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