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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

This report focuses on Aidlink’s Immersion Programme (IP), which forms a key part of the 
organisation’s Development Education (DE) activities. The IP involves Aidlink facilitating 
groups of secondary school students to undertake educational visits to African countries such 
as Ghana, Kenya and Uganda. A combination of a sector-wide increase in focus on monitoring 
and evaluation, increased interest from schools in Ireland, and the maturity of Aidlink’s IP, 
have meant that the time is right to begin formally evaluating and capturing the learning from 
more than a decade of IP visits. This report is an output of this increased focus on evaluation, 
and has several aims: 
 

1. Undertake a review of DE and immersion literature. 
2. Compile a detailed overview of Aidlink’s IP. 
3. Formalise the aims and desired outcomes of the IP. 
4. Analyse quantitative and qualitative data from the 2016 IPs. 
5. Review the use of the WorldWise Global Schools Self-Assessment Tool in Aidlink’s 

2016 evaluation pilot, and provide recommendations for tools that can be used in 
future evaluations. 

Development Education 

DE involves the provision of programmes and information designed to increase people’s 
understanding of the causes and complexities of global issues such as poverty and 
underdevelopment. In line with this, Irish Aid has defined four key components of DE: 
 

 Knowledge, Ideas & Understanding  

 Attitudes & Values 

 Skills & Capabilities 

 Behaviour, Experiences & Actions 
 

As such, DE aims to increase specific competencies in communications, intellect, social skills and 
taking action, hopefully beginning a transformative process for individuals, leading to innovations 
that bring about positive social and educative change at home and abroad. 

 
Unfortunately, there is a current dearth in research into the impact of DE. Two main reasons have 
been put forward for this. The first is the disparate nature and lack of centralised governance of the 
DE sector in Ireland, resulting in evaluations that are often narrow in focus and non-generalisable. 
The second is methodological concerns regarding the tools and indicators for evaluating the impact 
of DE. Addressing these concerns will be crucial to establishing the true impact DE has at an 
individual and societal level. 

Immersions 

IPs are a form of DE, whereby participants undertake short trips to a community in another country, 
in order to experience first hand how people there live and work. They aim to highlight the 
complexity of inequality and underdevelopment in an arena where the power dynamic is more equal 
than the standard rich-poor or donor-recipient relationship. By doing this, it is hoped that immersion 
participants will gain increased levels of knowledge, altered attitudes towards development issues, a 
keener sense of global citizenship, and more desire to participate in movements towards increased 
social justice.  
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In Ireland, IPs most commonly involve schools making links with other schools in Lower Income 
Countries (LICs), often through shared religious orders. Cohorts of students then travel to these LICs 
to gain experience of, and insight into, life there over a 1-3 week visit.  
 
Again, however, research into the impact of IPs is extremely limited, and findings mostly appear to 
be either based on anecdotal evidence, or suggest underwhelming medium- and long-term 
outcomes. As a result, there are concerns that IPs are cost-intensive, non-scalable and not subject to 
any meaningful evaluation, constituting a risk to continued funding. 
 
However, IPs tend to have a significant short-term emotional impact on participants, creating 
positive attitudes toward development causes and DE. Therefore, to maximise the potential impact 
of IPs and turn these short-term gains into longer-lasting changes, it is important to design them 
according to principles of best practice. For example, IPs must work hard to push participants out of 
any self-centric visions of development during the pre-departure phase. IPs should also have clear 
objectives, shared expectations, and mechanisms for feedback and communication. Other important 
concerns include health and safety, having a well-known and trusted facilitator, and involving host 
communities as much as possible. Finally, critical reflection is a key part of the IP process, and, 
ideally, as much emphasis should be placed on reflection as on the trip itself. 

Aidlink IP 

Aidlink’s first immersion trip occurred in 2004, with ten students and two teachers travelling to 
Ghana. Since then, a total of 425 students and 79 teachers have been involved in 15 separate 
immersion trips. An upsurge in interest in 2016 has resulted in four trips and more than 120 
participants travelling to three different African countries – Ghana, Kenya and Uganda. Since 2004, 
there have also been 3 reciprocal trips for Ghanaians travelling to Ireland, allowing for mutual 
learning and development. 
 
Over these 15 trips, Aidlink have developed a standardised IP model, underpinned by theories of 
Experiential and Hands-On Learning, to fulfil many of the aims and desired outcomes of the various 
stakeholders. Initially, before embarking on the trip, Aidlink conducts a number of pre-departure 
classroom-based workshops with participants on relevant development issues. There are also 
practical IP preparation sessions aimed at informing the participants and managing their 
expectations. 
 
The trip itself involves three main elements: one week in a local secondary school; several days 
viewing the work of local NGOs and partner organisations; and some time to visit local cultural 
attractions and to reflect on the experiences of the trip. 

 
Finally, upon returning from the host country, participants take part in a formal reflection workshop, 
where they discuss various aspects of the trip and what they have learnt from the experience. 

Evaluation of the IP 

In 2015/2016, a number of reasons saw Aidlink attempt to evaluate the impact of the IP in a more 
formal and rigorous manner. First, the IP is seen as a key part of the organisation’s engagement with 
Africa and there is a need to show that the IP is adding value for all stakeholders. Second, there is a 
growing emphasis within the DE community on transparency, analysis, monitoring and evaluation, 
and sharing learning. Third, the increased diversity of the sample of participants has created the 
potential for a more robust evaluation. Finally, growing interest in Aidlink’s IP creates a need to 
capture the learning from previous trips, use it to attract resources and apportion these resources in 
an appropriate, evidence-informed manner. 
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Accordingly, Aidlink have sought to improve their capacity to formally evaluate the IP. For example, 
they have produced a short policy document outlining their approach to IPs. Most pertinently, 
however, Aidlink have also piloted the WorldWise Global Schools (WWGS) Self-Assessment Tool 
(SAT) for all four immersion trips in 2016. In conjunction with a qualitative survey, the WWGS SAT is 
the first attempt to systematically evaluate the impact of Aidlink’s IP on participants. Thus far, data 
has been collected for two of the four trips in 2016. 

Quantitative Results 

The WWGS SAT requires participants to self-rate, on a scale of 0-5, where they are ‘now’ in relation 
to four different areas of development: Knowledge; Skills; Values & Attitudes; and Actions. Some 
questions were adapted slightly by Aidlink to reflect the nature of the IP. The tool was administered 
to each participant twice – once prior to the trip in order to form a baseline measure and once post-
return. Using the scores provided, average scores and changes were calculated for each area of 
development. Encouragingly, the table below shows that the IP groups recorded growth in all four 
areas of personal development.  

 
Impressively, the area of knowledge grew 33% to a final rating of more than 3.9 out of 5. This may 
have been down to the knowledge accrued from the IP being extremely salient to participants as 
they gained first-hand experience of development in action.  
 
Skills and Values & Attitudes both started from a much higher baseline of 3.8 and 4 respectively, 
making their growth of 9% and 17% notable. Impressively, the average score on Values and Attitudes 
finished close to the highest possible score of 5. 
 
The 14% growth in the area of Action was slightly more disappointing, resulting in a failure to 
converge on other areas from a lower baseline of 2.6 out of 5. This may have been down to the fact 
that data was collected just 2-3 weeks after participants had returned, rendering questions about 
organising and participating in social justice events somewhat obsolete. 
 
Overall, there were limited differences when disaggregating the data by gender or by school, 
possibly due to small sample sizes. It will be easier to make conclusions about between-groups 
differences as more data is collected year on year.  

Qualitative Results 

Supplementary to the WWGS SAT, all participants and stakeholders were asked to complete a 
qualitative survey after the IP. These surveys asked stakeholders to outline their positive experiences 
and challenges/concerns in relation to the IP; whether they would participate again; and if they had 
any suggestions for what should be done differently. This was intended as a reflective and individual 
way for people involved in the IP to demonstrate their learning and make suggestions for improving 
the programme. 

Summary of all 
Participants (n=38) 

  Baseline 
(n=37) 

Final 
 (n=32) 

% Growth 
(n=31) 

Knowledge 2.956 3.924 33% 

Skills 3.838 4.167 9% 

Values & Attitudes 3.956 4.646 17% 

Action 2.633 3.006 14% 
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In terms of positive experiences, there was significant overlap between the two different IPs, 
indicating the replicability of the Aidlink IP model across different contexts. Of note was the number 
of times activities that occurred on participants’ first full day in the host country were mentioned. 
This gives an indication of the importance of initial experiences on the IP and Aidlink should give 
specific consideration to maximising the potential benefit of these in future. 
 
There was less overlap in the challenges and concerns highlighted from the two IP trips. One group 
of participants focused mainly on issues such as a lack of resources, poverty and inequality, and 
associated feelings of helplessness or guilt. The other group focused more on practical challenges 
such as sickness, travel times, etc. This emphasized the individual nature of the challenges/concerns 
mentioned.  
 
An interesting topic that frequently appeared in the qualitative feedback was the Irish participants’ 
desire to have a more tangible impact on local community issues they encountered during the IP. 
They reported struggling to see any impact from them being there, and many expressed a desire to 
get more involved in an action project, for example building a water jar. While this desire to help is 
admirable, undertaking such a project may not be entirely appropriate or desirable, particularly if 
participants lack specific skills required, e.g. for building work. Aidlink’s IP model focuses on learning 
rather than providing services, and ways should be sought to manage participants’ expectations in 
this regard. 
 
Feedback obtained from African partners, teachers and students was largely very positive, 
highlighting the mutual learning accruing from real engagement among peers. It was encouraging to 
note that partners suggested they would like to take on more logistical and organisational 
responsibility for the IP, as they felt it would be beneficial for them in terms of learning and capacity 
development. 
 
All stakeholders suggested changes and improvements that could be made to the IP, indicating that 
the programme is not perfect in its current state. However, they all also suggested that they would 
like to participate in the IP again. Many also provided resounding endorsements of the programme’s 
personal impact. For example one participant stated: 
 

Review of the Pilot Evaluation Procedure 

Participants on the IP in 2016 were found to be able to follow instructions on how to complete the 
WWGS SAT and familiarised themselves with how the tool works relatively quickly. However, four 
main areas of concern regarding the delivery of the tool were identified: 
 

i. Time – Concern was expressed that 2-3 weeks is insufficient time for the benefits of the IP to 
become ingrained in participants’ conscious, and for them to be able to reflect on and express 
these benefits in any meaningful way. 

 
ii. Design – The design/layout of the WWGS SAT was thought to be confusing and distracting for 

participants, particularly having the wheel prominently displayed in the middle of the page. 
 

“It opens a student’s eyes as to the real world and shows us that problems such as 
abstract poverty are not just words on a page.” 
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iii. Consistency of delivery – Some contextual differences in delivery of the tool were inevitable 
due to the varying school environments. However, fidelity was further impacted due to varying 
degrees of preparation and focus in different schools. 

 

 iv.  Content of the tool – Some of the concepts measured by the tool were thought to be abstract 
and inaccessible for some teenagers.  

 

As it is important for Aidlink to seek evaluation methods that measure the outcomes of the IP as 
accurately as possible and make sure that the IP process is implemented in the best possible way, 
this report sought to put forward several options for improving the evaluation procedure as follows. 

Evaluation Options for Aidlink’s IP 

Firstly, two potential options were ruled out due to the high levels of difficulty and resource 
requirements involved: 
 

 Developing and testing a custom tool would require a huge amount of dedicated resources 
and time, due to multiple stages of design, piloting, feedback and re-design.  

 A longitudinal study to track the development of former participants would require a 
significant amount of resources over an extended period of time. 

 

For both of these options, the amount of resources required are not currently available to Aidlink, 
making them unrealistic prospects at this particular moment in time. 
 
Option 1 – Dynamic adaptation of the WWGS SAT 
One option addressing concerns with the WWGS SAT is to further adapt it to so that it better suits 
the needs of all stakeholders. While adapting evaluation tools is traditionally frowned upon, Aidlink 
could contact the appropriate representatives in WWGS and work with them to implement a 
suitable blend of adaptation and fidelity. 
 
Option 2 – Adopting a different quantitative evaluation tool 
If Aidlink decides to scrap the use of the WWGS SAT tool, an alternative option would be to find a 
more effective and insightful tool. This option is difficult but could increase the objectivity and 
accuracy of evaluating the IP, particularly if tools were found that did not rely on self-report data. 
 
Option 3 – The ‘Most Significant Change’ (MSC) method 
The MSC is a form of participatory monitoring and evaluation, involving stakeholders at each level of 
an organisation. Its flexibility, ability to identify unexpected changes, and easy adaptation are 
advantageous. However, it may be more useful in conjunction with, or as a short-term replacement 
for, a quantitative tool. 

 
Option 4 – Developing a custom suite of existing tools 
The final option presented here is for Aidlink to adopt a suite of quantitative tools to evaluate the IP. 
This could help to measure the four DE components in a separate but comprehensive manner. 
However, selecting and vetting the best tools and surveys would require detailed research and the 
establishment of a clear set of criteria for inclusion, a task that is beyond the scope of this report. 

Recommendations 
 

1. Increased focus on reflection – While some dedicated reflection sessions are incorporated 
into the IP, increasing the focus on reflection will help to capitalise on short-term emotional 
responses and gains in knowledge, attitudes and skills. 
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2. Promoting continued engagement – Keeping IP participants engaged with development 

issues over the medium- and long-term is critical to the success of the programme. Aidlink 
should strive to facilitate former IP participants in this. 

 

3. Continued focus on best practice – While Aidlink successfully adheres to much of the best 
practice advice provided in the literature, increased or continued focus should be placed on 
managing participants’ expectations, minimising disruption to everyday life in the host 
communities, and minimising in-country travel. 

 

4. Building the capacity of partner and host organisations – Aidlink should build on the 
enthusiasm of partner organisations looking to be more involved in the logistics and 
planning of the programme by allocating them more responsibility and helping them to build 
their capacity over time. 

 

5. Addressing flaws in the evaluation process – It will be important for Aidlink to choose a 
suitable evaluation process based on available resources and future plans for the IP. Once 
the decision has been made, it will also be important to establish a clear and suitable 
procedure and timeframe for collecting and analysing evaluation data. 
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1. Introduction 

  
From the United Nations’ (1986) Declaration on the Right to Development through to the recently 
adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Development Education (DE) has been seen as an 
important part of the development puzzle. Specifically, SDG 4.7 states the aim to: 
  

By 2030, ensure all learners acquire knowledge and skills needed to promote 
sustainable development, including, among others, through education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, 
promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship, and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development. 

  
As has been stated countless times, the SDGs are global goals, applying to all people in all 
nations, regardless of how wealthy or impoverished those nations. Accordingly, DE is 
increasingly recognised at global, European, national and civic levels as a priority for 
deepening understanding about the complexities of development issues and increasing 
activism for alleviating them (Irish Aid, 2007). 

  
As such, Ireland has a significant role to play in the international development context, and 
part of that role is to educate its citizens about development concepts. The Irish government 
has made formal commitments to support DE at primary, secondary and tertiary levels of 
education to ensure every Irish citizen has access to educational opportunities that will help 
them to understand their rights and responsibilities as global citizens (Irish Aid, 2006b). 
Further, the Irish government has also recognised the importance of working with teachers 
and students to make connections and linkages with the developing world through 
educational visits to Lower Income Countries (LICs). 
 
Since its inception in 1982, Aidlink has also recognised the importance of DE. The organisation’s 
original memorandum of understanding included references to increasing knowledge about Africa, 
and DE has been a core component of Aidlink’s programming ever since. For example, the most 
recent Aidlink strategic plan, 2017-2021, explicitly states this in its higher level goals. Strategic Goal 4 
reads: “More people in Ireland (especially young people) will support a global, social-justice oriented 
agenda that advances the interests of people living in the poorest communities in Africa and 
elsewhere in the world” (Aidlink, 2016; p. 27). 

  
Aidlink’s DE strategy takes three forms. First, Aidlink continues to work as part of an NGO 
consortium that promotes DE and provides useful resources through a dedicated website 
(www.developmenteducation.ie). Second, Aidlink runs public engagement campaigns, such as 
Walk For Water, in order to raise awareness about specific development issues. Lastly, Aidlink 
undertakes a series of immersion visits to Ghana, Uganda and Kenya on an approximately 
biennial basis. 

  
This report focuses solely on this latter part of Aidlink’s DE programme. A combination of a 
sector-wide increase in focus on monitoring and evaluation, increased interest from schools in 
Ireland, and the maturity of the immersion programme (IP), have meant that the time is right 
to begin formally evaluating and capturing the learning from more than a decade of 
immersion visits. Accordingly, 2016 has seen Aidlink pilot a formal quantitative assessment 

http://www.developmenteducation.ie/
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tool, as well as improve the more informal qualitative reviews that were already in place. It is 
hoped that this increased focus on formal evaluation will help the organisation to prove the 
value of the IP to all stakeholders, and to improve the programme going forward. 

  
As part of this increased focus on formal evaluation, this report has several aims: 

 
6. Undertake a review of DE and immersion literature, both Irish and international, to 

describe the rationale for providing DE, give an overview of the sector in Ireland, and 
discuss best practice for immersion trips. 

7. Compile a detailed overview of Aidlink’s IP, including its history, what form it takes, the 
rationale underpinning it, and the recent increased focus on evaluation. 

8. Formalise the aims and desired outcomes of the IP, and display them graphically as part 
of an overall programme logic model. 

9. Conduct an initial analysis of quantitative and qualitative data collected from IPs in 
2016. 

10. Review the use of the WorldWise Global Schools Self-Assessment Tool in Aidlink’s 2016 
evaluation pilot, and provide recommendations for tools that can be used in future 
evaluations. 

  
This report uses a number of different approaches to meet the above aims. The literature 
review elements utilise desk-based research of online sources and academic literature. The 
overview of Aidlink’s IP relies on a combination of interviews with Aidlink staff members, 
documents pertaining to the IP produced previously by Aidlink, and administrative data 
collected over the past twelve years. Finally, the quantitative and qualitative data analysed in 
section 4 was obtained by Aidlink staff in conjunction with partner organisations and schools, 
participants and teachers prior to the commissioning of this report. There was no opportunity 
to collect more data or different data from what was previously available. 

  
This report represents the first formal output of the increased focus on evaluation of Aidlink’s 
IP. Limited time and resources mean that it is limited in scope, and the ultimate goal is not to 
have a fully fledged quantitative evaluation of the IP. Rather the broad goals of this report are 
to formalise the logic behind the IP, provide an initial indication of whether it is benefiting all 
stakeholders, and provide some suggestions/recommendations for its future direction. 
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2. Review of Development Education and Immersion Programme 
Literature 

2.1 Development Education 

2.1.1 What is Development Education and what forms can it take? 

DE involves the provision of programmes and information designed to increase people’s 
understanding of the causes and complexities of global issues such as poverty and 
underdevelopment (Irish Aid, 2007). Making sure this information is high quality and reaches the 
widest possible audience is a strategic aim for Irish Aid. Irish Aid (2007) policy documents make 
specific commitments to increasing primary and post-primary teacher training, increasing 
dissemination of appropriate resources, and increasing their focus on work with the youth and 
community sectors. This strategic aim was originally conceived as a multi-departmental effort, 
involving the Department of Education and Science (now Education and Skills), the Department of 
Foreign Affairs (now Foreign Affairs and Trade), and the National Council of Curriculum Assessment 
(Irish Aid, 2006b). This has given DE a wide base of support and a broad mandate for 
implementation. 

 
DE has been linked to several other forms of education, including Human Rights Education, 
Environmental Education, Peace Education and Multicultural Education (these terms are often used 
interchangeably). All these various forms of education focus on a core set of values, have a common 
set of ideas and understandings, recognise the need for core capabilities and skills, and accept the 
need to provide formative opportunities and actions within a learning environment (Irish Aid, 
2006a). 

 
Most commonly, however, DE has been linked to Global Citizenship Education. Oxfam (2015) defines 
a global citizen as someone who has awareness of the wider world and their own role within it; 
respects and values diversity; understands how the world works; is passionate about and committed 
to social justice; participates at all levels of the community; works with others for equity and 
sustainability; and takes responsibility for their actions. They highlight that the three key elements of 
a global citizenship curriculum should be ‘Knowledge and Understanding’, ‘Skills’, and ‘Values and 
Attitudes’. 

 
Irish Aid (2006a) appears to have built on this conceptualisation of global citizenship, and have 
defined four key components of DE in Ireland. These components are: 

 

 Knowledge, Ideas & Understanding – a process by which people engage with ideas which 
help to explain the origins of complex issues among societies, cultures, individuals and 
environments. 

 Attitudes & Values – a process by which people gain experience of dispositions and values 
that are crucial to increasing justice and democracy in the world. 

 Skills & Capabilities – a process by which people increase practical capabilities to investigate, 
tackle and make decisions about such issues. 

 Behaviour, Experiences & Actions – a process by which people take actions contributing to 
sustainable solutions and promoting a more just world. 

 
In sum, DE aims to increase specific competencies in communications, intellect, social skills, and 
taking action (Irish Aid, 2006a). In order to do this, Irish Aid supports DE in a wide variety of forms 
(Irish Aid, 2007): 
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● Primary Education – funding for teacher training and the Development and Intercultural 

Education (DICE) project. 
● Post-Primary Education – DE promoted as a strategic priority for inclusion in the school 

curriculum. 
● Schools and Immersion Scheme – governed by WorldWise Global Schools (WWGS) and 

focussing on mutual learning between Ireland and LICs. 
● Higher Education – cooperating with 3rd level institutions to promote research and teaching. 
● Voluntary Youth Work – training youth workers and providing them with quality materials. 
● Adult and Further Education – integrating DE into further education programmes and 

supporting intermediaries such as Aontas. 
● Community Education – developing Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC)-

accredited courses and supporting the vibrant community education sector to implement 
these. 

● Media – used to promote case studies and personal testimonies to present the perspectives 
of people in LICs. 

 
A variety of teaching and learning methodologies can be employed in DE, including discussion and 
debate, role play, ranking exercises, cause and consequence activities, communities of enquiry, 
sports-based activities and direct communication with people from various communities (Oxfam, 
2015). All of these allow the learner to play an active role in exploring relevant issues and ideas. 
Learning can also be both formal and informal, and taught as a subject on its own or, more 
commonly, integrated into the curriculum of existing subjects (UNESCO, 2015). It is generally 
accepted that the full benefits of DE are more likely to be realised through holistic, whole-
organisation approaches that connect issues, concepts and realities to the real world, rather than 
one-off, isolated sessions (IDEA, 2013). In short, DE comes in a wide variety of forms and contexts, 
indicating there is no ‘one size fits all’ best method for all contexts and people. 

 

2.1.2 Why is Development Education important? 

In 2012, Ban Ki Moon, Secretary-General of the UN, implored the world to “foster global citizenship. 
Education is about more than literacy and numeracy – it is also about citizenry. Education must fully 
assume its essential role in helping people to forge more just, peaceful and tolerant societies” 
(UNESCO, 2015: p. 1). DE attempts to meet this imperative by specifically deepening citizens’ 
understanding of complex issues which impact development, and increasing their subsequent 
engagement with such issues. It does this by highlighting three main areas of learning (Irish Aid 
2006a): 

 
● World Development – It explores inequalities and other realities in today’s world with the 

aim of promoting inclusive development. 
● Education for Global Citizenship – It promotes and supports the central role of education in 

building understanding and ownership of the development agenda. 
● Listening to ‘Other World’ Voices – It promotes increased empathy and seeing the world 

through the eyes and ears of those in LICs. 

 
These three areas of learning combine, allowing linkages to be made between international 
development issues and issues closer to home. In an increasingly globalised world, it is important to 
allow people the space to explore global issues that have local links (Oxfam, 2015). DE can help this 
exploration by increasing people’s understanding that many issues arise out of skewed global power 
relationships in which Higher Income Countries (HICs) are at best complicit, and at worst directly 
responsible (Andreotti, 2006). Further, it can highlight that social and economic issues are not just 
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confined to LICs, for example in the context of recent local crises surrounding homelessness in 
Ireland and migration in Europe. 

 
DE can also teach learners specific ‘soft’ and ‘critical’ skills (Andreotti, 2006). Soft skills refer to 
personal attributes that foster a sense of responsibility and desire to engage with development 
issues. These include increased awareness, support and ‘feel good factor’ around development 
work. Critical skills are used to increase the autonomy and ability of learners to process and think 
independently about development issues. These skills include transcending differences and basing 
attitudes on understanding of collective identity; deep knowledge of global issues such as justice, 
human rights, equality and respect; cognitive skills such as critical thinking and multi-perspective 
approaches; non-cognitive skills such as social skills, empathy, communication and conflict 
resolution; and behavioural capacities enabling people to act collaboratively and find sustainable 
global solutions (UNESCO, 2015). 

 
This last skill leads into the final reason why DE is thought to be extremely important – it helps to 
build support behind development efforts and prompt civil society into action at the individual or 
community level (Irish Aid, 2007). As Nilsen and Cox state: “To become an activist… is to learn that 
the system does not ‘work’ as it claims, and to move towards the understanding that to achieve 
change we need to organise and create pressure”. DE empowers learners to engage with and 
participate in democratic practices (Fiedler, 2008). It also helps to prevent societies from becoming 
too inward-looking and absorbed in local issues. DE, it is hoped, will be the beginning of a 
transformative process for individuals, leading to educative and social innovations that bring about 
positive change. 

 

2.1.3 The management of the Development Education Sector in Ireland 

A wide range of stakeholders are involved in the DE sector in Ireland, including schools, third level 
institutions, NGOs, voluntary and community groups, religious organisations and advocacy groups 
(Irish Aid, 2007). This can be a positive factor in maintaining a strong and vibrant DE sector. 
However, the proliferation of many actors with many different approaches to DE also makes the 
sector difficult to coordinate and manage. 

 
Accordingly, since the mid 1990’s, Irish Aid has taken a proactive approach to coordinating the DE 
sector in Ireland, establishing first the National Committee for Development Education (NCDE) in 
1994, before replacing it with the Development Education Unit (DEU) in 2002 (Fiedler, Bryan & 
Bracken, 2011). The unit was set up within Irish Aid to work with various actors in the sector, inform 
DE programmes, and implement them successfully in conjunction with other government bodies, 
such as the Department for Education and Skills. It also formally recognised the need for specialised 
education expertise in the sector. 
 
The establishment of the DEU has subsequently been followed by the establishment of several other 
bodies in the DE sector. In 2003, the Minister for Foreign Affairs set up the Development Education 
Advisory Committee (DEAC), with responsibility for advising the minister on policy and strategies for 
increasing DE; reviewing, evaluating and overseeing DE activity; managing an annual consultation 
forum on DE; and playing a role in implementing DE strategy (Irish Aid, 2006b). Furthermore, the 
Irish Development Education Association (IDEA), a representative organisation for DE practitioners, 
was established in 2004, and a DE Working Group has been established within Dóchas to share 
learning and best practice within the DE sector. Most recently, Irish Aid (2013) have highlighted a 
plan to appoint a member with DE expertise to the Irish Aid Expert Advisory Group. This is to be 
done with the aim of replacing the DEAC, which will be gradually phased out, and assuming 
responsibility for advising the government on ‘DE and other areas’. 
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Therefore, while DE has become increasingly formalised over the past 20 years and has received 
more attention at strategic level within Irish Aid, there remain a number of oversight bodies in place 
in the sector. This lack of a single, defined governing body for DE in Ireland may have ramifications 
for the further development of best practice in DE, and the measurement of DE results and impact, 
as discussed below. 

 

2.1.4 Evaluating Development Education and its impact 

The current dearth in research into the impact of DE was highlighted by Irish Aid in 2007, and very 
little progress has been made since. Several reasons have been put forward to explain this situation. 

 
One reason is the disparate nature of the DE sector in Ireland. The lack of centralised governance of 
best practice implementation and evaluation models of DE programmes has been seen as extremely 
unhelpful in producing high quality DE research (Thomas & Phelan, 2015). Consequently, where 
organisations have sought to show the impact of DE, they have generally focussed solely on their 
own programmes, often creating bespoke evaluation processes and tools that have a narrow focus 
and can’t be applied across the sector. 

 
More frequently, methodological concerns have been highlighted as a major reason for the lack of 
research into DE’s impact. Some research has pointed to the fact that many current models of 
evaluation are results-based and focus on short-term, tangible outputs (van Ongevalle, 2013). These 
models are thought to be unsuitable for measuring DE’s impact, which is seen as complex, long-term 
and nonlinear (IDEA, 2015). For example, it can be very difficult to capture intangible impacts on 
human emotion and intention, and due to the long-term nature of DE impacts, they are particularly 
vulnerable to unforeseen events and uncontrollable factors (van Ongevalle, 2013). 

 
Also, the measurement of attitudes toward development in general is very poor due to a lack of 
instrumental validity, a lack of understanding of motivations/attitudes, and the use of surveys that 
analyse knowledge at too shallow a level (Hudson & van Heerde-Hudson, 2012). This is why we 
commonly see apparently huge public support for development aid, yet aid budgets also constantly 
being questioned and often cut first in times of economic stress. Measures of support which have 
increased validity and can be applied across various countries and contexts need to be developed to 
increase the nuanced understanding of motivation, attitudes and depth of knowledge around 
development. 

 
As a result, there is a significant need to demonstrate the benefits of DE and find a way to capture 
‘measurable’ results. There are positive signs that this can be done – one assessment of the impact 
of DE found a strong positive link between a DE programme and increased levels of active citizenship 
and political activism (albeit without being able to attribute causation) (Thomas & Phelan, 2015). 

 
The issue of measuring the quality and impact of DE is becoming more and more topical, particularly 
as the culture of self-evaluation and impact assessment is growing throughout the development 
sector (van Ongevalle, 2013). UNESCO (2015) has pointed out that there are many different methods 
of monitoring and evaluating global citizenship education, depending on inputs, processes, outputs 
and desired outcomes. However, there is a need to improve clarity around what is actually being 
measured and to define criteria for what constitutes quality DE. These could be used as a baseline to 
develop a composite indicator that covers core DE components and corresponding competencies 
(UNESCO, 2015). Unfortunately, this has yet to be developed, despite its potential for determining 
both the short-term and long-term impacts of DE. 
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2.2 Immersions 

2.2.1 What is an immersion? 

IPs are a form of DE, whereby participants undertake “short trips to a community in another 
country, usually one of a particularly contrasting culture and level of development, in order that the 
participants may experience how the people in such a place live and work” (Woodcock, 2010: p. 5). 
They mostly involve three distinct phases – pre-departure, in-country immersion, and post-return – 
and while quite a lot is written and known about the first two phases, much less information is 
available about the post-return phase (Irvine, Chambers & Eyben, 2004). 

 
Immersions involve a guided experience for anyone from senior development policymakers to 
schoolchildren. As such, there is no single model or blueprint for IPs. Joseph (1998: cited in Irvine et 
al., 2004; p. 7) classifies three distinct types of IP: 

 
1. The ‘abandon the participant’ type, aimed at letting participants experience ‘isolation, 

hopelessness and some deprivation’. 
2. The ‘supportive’ type, which includes structured elements such as orientation, and an arena 

and techniques for learning and reflection. This is thought to significantly reduce the stress 
on the participant. 

3. The ‘understanding poverty’ type, which links in with more formal workshops and serves to 
illustrate the lives of the poor. 

 
Immersions can also be classified by purpose, for example immersions specifically for the purpose of 
staff induction and sensitisation, or for very specific learning or thematic purposes. Finally, 
immersions can be classified as highly organised and structured, in that participants will engage in 
their hosts’ daily activities as well as a range of formal learning and reflective tasks, or they can be 
undertaken spontaneously by individuals (Praxis Institute for Participatory Practices, 2012). 

 
However, these classifications are very general and do little to describe the many different forms of 
IPs, and the invention and adaptation that commonly go into their design (Irvine et al., 2004). Other 
than the requirements that participants fully take part in their hosts’ daily tasks, interact openly, and 
engage with the community, immersions can be practiced anywhere in the world, with an infinite 
number of possible experiences. Their core element and strength is loosely defined as “unhurried 
experiential learning, direct and personal, face to face” (Irvine et al., 2004; p. 8). This means that 
participants’ experiences tend to be very diverse, depending on the organisation involved, the local 
context and the needs of all parties (Praxis Institute for Participatory Practices, 2012). 

 

2.2.2 Why are immersions important? 

Immersions, through giving first hand experiences of a different way of life, aim to increase 
awareness and understanding of the challenges facing those in extreme poverty. The idea behind IPs 
is to introduce the complexity of inequality and underdevelopment in an arena where the power 
dynamic is more equal than the standard rich-poor or donor-recipient relationship. By doing this, it is 
hoped that immersion participants will gain increased levels of knowledge, altered attitudes towards 
development issues, a keener sense of global citizenship, and more desire to participate in 
movements towards increased social justice (Woodcock, 2010). 

 
The Praxis Institute for Participatory Practices (2012) highlights five reasons why immersions are 
important: 
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● ‘Reality Check’ – they provide the opportunity to check personal views against complex and 
diverse realities. 

● ‘Informal Judgment’ – participants learn to understand development issues from the 
perspectives of others. 

● ‘Personal Development’ – participants can develop a holistic worldview based on first hand 
experiences. 

● ‘Highlight the Gap’ – participants can internalise the disconnect between the reality of life in 
LICs and their preconceived understanding of it. 

● ‘Re-Motivates and Re-Energises’ – immersions can rekindle personal and professional 
motivation to change the status quo. 

 
As Irvine et al. (2004) highlight, immersions offer enormous potential for learning on a very personal 
level. The experiences of participants often create stark insights and have a significant emotional 
impact. On one hand, this can generate huge energy and excitement which can translate into 
confidence and commitment to cause change. On the other hand, it can promote deep learning and 
critical reflection if the immersion is undertaken in the right way. The insights gleaned are often seen 
as fuller and more grounded in reality if the experience is first hand. Through the cycle of learning 
and action (figure 1), this can lead to meaningful learning and changes in the way people act. 

 

 
Figure 1. Cycle of Learning and Action (from Irvine et al., 2004) 

 
The learning participants take from IPs is hypothesised to have an impact at both a personal and 
institutional level (Irvine et al., 2004). On a personal level, it has the potential to increase social 
empathy, reflective awareness, professional interest and commitment, and professionalism in 
participants. On an institutional level, it can have an impact through organisational learning 
(individual changes can feed into a culture change in organisations, resulting in increased 
commitment to listening, participation and partnership) and improvements in policy and practice (as 
empirical evidence can be combined with increased experiential understanding of poverty). 

 

2.2.3 Who does immersions? 

Immersions first emerged in a development context in the 1980’s, as Karl Osner developed the 
Exposure and Dialogue Programme for high ranking officials in German federal agencies. The 
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practice was then adopted by the World Bank for its senior staff in 1995, and has subsequently seen 
a huge amount of buy-in within the organisation – it now has two major IPs: the Grass Roots 
Immersion Programme, and the Village Immersion Programme (Irvine et al., 2004). This set the stage 
for many other organisations in the sector developing their own IPs. 
 
In Ireland, IPs most commonly involve schools making links with other schools in LICs, often through 
shared religious orders. Cohorts of students then travel to these LICs to gain experience and insight 
of life there over a 1-3 week visit. In recognition of this, Irish Aid first established the WorldWise 
Linking and Immersion programme (Leargás), before setting up the WWGS programme in 2013 as a 
national programme for school-linking in post-primary schools. It is governed by three main 
organisations – Gorta-Self Help Africa, Concern Worldwide, and the City of Dublin Education and 
Training Board Curriculum Development Unit – and its main aim is to increase the number of schools 
participating in high quality IPs (WWGS, 2016b). It does so by offering grants, resources, self-
assessment tools, events and training, and logistical support to post-primary schools. 

 
While total funding for DE in Ireland has decreased since a peak in 2008/09, 37% of post-primary DE 
funding goes to school-linking and IPs, mainly through the WorldWise programme (Irish Aid, 2011). 
This has helped to generate a structured and supported approach to IPs and has enabled targeted 
support to help schools in disadvantaged areas to undertake IPs. Approximately 10% of post-primary 
schools in Ireland have been engaged in school-linking activities (although these do not necessarily 
involve immersion trips) (Irish Aid, 2011). However, it should be noted that questions have been 
raised about 37% of funding reaching only 10% of post-primary schools. In particular, there are 
concerns that school-linking programmes are cost-intensive, not necessarily scalable and very often 
not subject to any meaningful evaluation. This may constitute a significant risk to continued funding 
for IPs in Ireland. 

 

2.2.4 Evidence of immersion’s impact 

In general, research into the short- and long-term impact of IPs and school-linking programmes is 
extremely limited and difficult to find. Fiedler and colleagues (2013; p. 73) identified this as a major 
gap in research surrounding DE at post-primary level and stated that “there is a need for 
longitudinal, ethnographic studies of school-linking and immersion schemes, so that we can compare 
what they actually look like in practice, and how students are impacted by them over time”. 

 
An example of the dearth of quality research can be seen in a baseline research consultancy carried 
out for WWGS by Rickard, Grummell and Doggett (2013). While the authors interviewed school 
principals who referred to the ‘life-changing’ nature of IPs, they failed to expand or critically reflect 
on this. Like much of the evidence surrounding IPs, this was a purely anecdotal and largely 
unsubstantiated account of their impact. 

 
One study by Woodcock (2010) sought to take a more rigorous approach to evaluating IPs by 
surveying a cohort of students from Belvedere College who had travelled to Kolkata, India on an IP. 
The evaluation was based on the three key elements of Oxfam’s (2015) global citizenship education 
curriculum, measuring ‘knowledge and understanding’; ‘attitudes and values’; and ‘practices and 
participation’. Some of the initial findings of Woodcock’s study included: 

 
● One third of those surveyed had returned to Kolkata subsequently. This was taken to 

indicate high levels of emotional buy-in for development. 
● The survey found high levels of understanding of poverty. 
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● Every single respondent stated that the immersion experience had impacted them in some 
way. These impacts came in a wide variety of forms, including increased reflection on global 
issues, altered worldviews, and changed career choices. 

● Nearly all respondents reported very positive attitudes towards DE and indicated they felt it 
should be integrated into all subject areas of the school curriculum. 

● Many participants subsequently supported organisations, such as St. Vincent de Paul, 
indicating they felt a sense of empowerment and responsibility for development. 

 
However, despite these largely positive results, survey responses also indicated a number of 
limitations in the IP’s impact on participants. For example, respondents demonstrated a general lack 
of real critical understanding of the structural causes of global poverty, often falling back on limited 
Eurocentric views of development issues and relying on ‘West is Best’ or modernist 
conceptualisations. Also, continued reflection among respondents in the years following the 
immersion was inconsistent in type and coverage. Furthermore, while participants understood a 
sense a social responsibility for global development issues, very few actually acted upon this 
understanding. Finally, the study also had a series of methodological limitations including a lack of 
data triangulation; potentially major sampling bias in that the sample was all male and from a fee-
paying, urban school; and didn’t control for potentially significant confounds which may have 
affected results, such as the school’s general ethos of undertaking charitable causes. 

 
Therefore, the evidence surrounding the impact of immersion schemes is extremely limited and has 
shown slightly disappointing medium- and long-term outcomes. However, the evidence does 
indicate that IPs tend to have a large emotional impact on participants, creating positive attitudes 
toward development causes and DE. Therefore, this creates potential for immersion schemes to 
have an impact at the individual level and more research is required to truly determine whether this 
impact is sustained beyond the short-term. 

 

2.2.5 Best practice in immersions 

One way to maximise the potential impact of IPs is to design them according to principles of best 
practice. While much has been written regarding the in-country immersion phase of programmes, 
relatively less has been written about best practice in the pre-departure and post-return phases. 
What has been gleaned during this literature review is recorded below. 

 
i. Establishing a School’s Immersion Programme 
WWGS (2016a) provide five ‘top tips’ to follow when initially establishing a schools-linking 
programme: 

 
a. Involve a wide range of stakeholders, including students, parents, teachers, principals, and 

the board of management. 
b. Take time and really get to know partner schools in order to evaluate whether there is 

compatibility and to establish a good working relationship. 
c. Base the partnership on foundations of respect and equality; also focus the immersion on 

learning from each other. 
d. Set out and build on a strong partnership agreement between the two schools. 
e. Prepare to have challenging conversations with colleagues at home and partners abroad – 

these conversations can challenge existing notions of donor-recipient dynamics. 

 
In order to facilitate the establishment of links between schools and to encourage schools to follow 
these tips, WWGS (2016a) provide a partnership agreement template, and detailed information on 
starting, developing and maintaining successful partnerships on their website. 
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ii. Pre-Departure 
Woodcock (2010) highlights that it is very important that participants don’t go on an immersion trip 
with the belief that they will ‘save’ the hosts from their poverty. Instead, participants must be aware 
they are going to learn from their hosts. In order to ensure this, IPs must work hard to push 
participants out of any self-centric visions of development during the pre-departure phase, so that 
they go into the immersion with the right attitude. 

 
iii. In-Country Immersion 
In order to obtain the full benefits of an IP, it is important that participants experience life as a 
member of the host community and not as a guest (Praxis Institute for Participatory Practices (2012). 
This ensures that interactions with the hosts occur on a more equal footing and involve direct 
engagement. This is essential, and to do otherwise could undermine a participatory and fully 
accountable approach to DE (Irvine et al., 2004). In order to ensure that this form of engagement 
occurs, immersions must be voluntary and participants must be open to the experience. 

 
In-country immersions can be complemented by seminars and workshops promoting the human 
rights and justice perspectives over the charity and aid perspectives (Irvine et al., 2004). This helps to 
highlight global injustices and imbalanced power relationships during the immersion experience, 
leading to increased understanding of the roots of the poverty. 

 
Irvine and colleagues (2004) discuss several issues relevant to the design of in-country immersions as 
follows: 

 
a. Location – while immersions in urban settings are likely to be more accessible, they are also 

likely to have less space for exploration and can have a higher associated risk of crime, both 
of which have to be factored in. 

b. Duration – immersions are most commonly between 3-14 days long. It is important to leave 
sufficient time for orientation, travel to and from the host community, experiencing the 
hosts’ daily lives and for personal and group reflection. 

c. Number and Profile of Visitors – the number of visitors should be matched to the amount of 
logistical support available. The authors suggest that, in order to facilitate high quality 
interactions, the ideal is a group of 8-16 participants who are balanced in terms of gender, 
experience, area of expertise and seniority. 

d. Structure and Focus – IPs should have clear objectives, shared expectations between 
organisers, participants and hosts, and clear mechanisms for feedback and communication. 
These should be in place when the in-country immersion begins. 

e. Orientation – briefings and orientation meetings at the very beginning are an important part 
of IPs. They help to clarify expectations and create a shared purpose for the programme. 
Useful orientation materials include reading packs on local issues, fact sheets on the 
communities involved, summaries of local history, and descriptions of ongoing NGO and 
local government work in the area. 

 
Depending on the type of immersion (for example ‘abandon the participant’ type immersions may 
leave more for the participant to figure out than ‘supportive’ type immersions), Irvine et al. (2004) 
highlight several other practical issues for the organisers of IPs to consider: 

 
● The budget should include all logistical and overhead costs. 
● There should be a well-known and trusted facilitator (individual or organisation – usually 

part of the host community) that shares mutual expectations and objectives with the 
participants and organisers. 
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● Transit times should be minimised to maximise time for engagement. 
● Facilitators should be sensitive to the privacy needs of participants. 
● It is important to find the appropriate balance between providing support and allowing 

participants to have a realistic experience – this is a trade-off and will differ depending on 
each programme’s needs. 

● While all appropriate health measures should be taken, for example immunisation, 
mosquito nets, and safe drinking water, participants should be wary of distinguishing 
themselves too much from the host community. 

● Security must be factored in, particularly in politically sensitive areas or areas prone to 
natural disasters. 

● Host communities should be involved in the organisation of the programme as much as 
possible. 

● Participants should not pay any costs directly to host communities, and should instead go 
through the facilitators. Gift giving is also often discouraged. 

● A code of conduct should be drawn up and agreed at the outset of the IP to help avoid any 
ethical issues. 

 
Finally, IDEA (2013) highlights that partnerships with schools in LICs should ideally be reciprocal and 
respectful. This means basing IPs on a model of mutual learning rather than one of charity, and 
striving to ensure that partnerships are operated on an equal footing. Accordingly, staff members in 
both schools should have a shared understanding of the objectives of immersions, and may need 
training to increase their capacity, confidence and commitment to the programme, as well as 
support from the organisers and facilitators during the immersion itself. 

 
iv. Post-Return 
As a result of a lack of knowledge and reporting on the final, post-return phase of IPs, many 
programmes fail to recognise its importance or dedicate appropriate levels of resources and thought 
to it (Woodcock, 2010). It is extremely important that DE practitioners seek to capitalise on the 
short-term gains created by immersions, such as strong emotional responses and increased levels of 
knowledge and understanding, to evoke medium- and long-term engagement with development 
issues and promote a tangible increase in active global citizenship (Fiedler, 2009). 

 
In order to maximise the potential gains, critical reflection is seen as a key element of any IP. 
Undertaking structured reflection can allow participants to engage with and critique the underlying 
structural causes of poverty and underdevelopment (Woodcock, 2010). Conversely, a lack of 
reflection post-return can actually negate the participant’s capacity for such understanding and 
knowledge, and can result in all short-term gains being lost. 

 
Attention to post-return reflection is hugely variable, with some organisations seeing it as an integral 
part of IPs and others seeing it as little more than a feedback session (Irvine et al., 2004). The latest 
version of Osner’s Exposure and Dialogue Programme contains five key steps for reflecting on 
immersion experiences: individual reflection; telling by stories; analysing and deepening the learning 
experience; joint reflection and dialogue between participants, facilitators and resource patrons; and 
reflection on consequences and follow-up steps. This programme provides an ideal model for post-
return reflection as it places at least as much importance on reflection as on the exposure itself. 

 
In summary, although enhancing impact most likely depends on a huge variety of factors, many of 
which are uncontrollable, Irvine et al. (2004) list three key ways that can help increase impact 
beyond the immediate scope of the IP: 
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1. Reflection – adequate time and space must be embedded in the programme to reflect and 
digest the experience 

2. Feedback – writing and speaking about their experiences can help participants to develop, 
clarify and embed the learning 

3. Follow-through and Reinforcement – maintaining contact and engagement with participants 
can help to prevent the memories and gains in commitment from fading. 
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3. Aidlink’s Immersion Programme 

Aside from section 3.2, the information reported in section 3 is based on consultation and interviews 
with Aidlink staff members and administrative data collected throughout the course of Aidlink’s IPs 
since 2004. 

3.1 History of the IP 

3.1.1 Early Beginnings (2002-2004) 

In 2002/2003, Aidlink and St. Mary’s College (SMC), Rathmines formed the beginning of a 
partnership that has now stood for more than 13 years. SMC were looking to develop a ‘skills share’ 
programme that would incorporate a building/action project in an LIC. At the same time, Aidlink, in 
their former role as the official development office for the Spiritan Fathers, presented the idea of 
facilitating a study/learning ‘immersion’ trip to Africa for Irish students. The idea was to connect 
with schools, missions and NGOs in Africa to highlight the complexities and challenges surrounding 
poverty there. 

 
Despite not containing a building/action project, SMC decided to try Aidlink’s idea and the first 
immersion trip occurred in 2004, with ten students and two teachers travelling to Ghana. Ghana was 
chosen due to Aidlink’s programmatic work in the country, connections to the Spiritans there, and its 
safety and security. The run up to the trip included students completing projects around 
development issues in Ghana, such as cocoa production and HIV/AIDS. The trip itself consisted of 
twelve days of travel to: see the work of several of Aidlink’s partners; visit religious missions; attend 
meetings with local villagers; and spend one day in school. 

 
This first trip challenged the thinking of all parties, resulting in a multitude of questions emerging for 
consideration, including: what did everyone want to happen on the trip? What did people want to 
learn from the experience? How to make the experience more meaningful? How to increase 
participation and engagement for all parties? How much was reasonable to expect from the hosts? 
How much to push/challenge the participants? 

 

3.1.2 Embedding the IP (2005-2015) 

Based on this initial experience, the IP was developed, adapted and its successes were built on. The 
feedback from the first trip was largely positive and SMC committed to undertaking an IP trip every 
two years. Changes were made as the feedback pointed to the one day in school as providing the 
most exhilarating, challenging and fun experience for participants, on account of the fact that it 
generated huge engagement and discussion between them and their Ghanaian peers. 

 
The 2006 IP was expanded to 27 participants, including nine from Templeogue College, and involved 
three full days in school, as well as the co-facilitation of a primary school English language 
programme called ‘Confidence Talking to Strangers’, which was based on TEFL. With each 
subsequent biennial trip, the number of participants rose and, based on feedback, the focus on 
spending time in school increased. Eventually, participants spent a whole week in school, with a view 
to the routine becoming normalised and causing minimal disruptions to the standard school week 
for Ghanaian students. 

 
The bilateral relationship between SMC and Aidlink became more formal, allowing for easier 
communication and planning for future IPs. The host school and organisations were also consulted 
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to increase their engagement and add maximum possible value for them. Through these more 
formalised relationships, the IP model was adapted and altered to include spending less time 
travelling, more settled stays, and more engagement with locals and peers. 

 

3.1.3 Expanding the IP (2007, 2015-2016) 

Up to 2015, approximately 250 participants from SMC had gone through the IP (see table 1 below). 
Additionally, a capacity-building trip for teachers (five from SMC and two from Seamount College, 
Kinvara) was undertaken in 2007. These teachers travelled to Ghana for 16 days with the aim of 
increasing their knowledge of the IP and their schools’ potential capacity to facilitate it effectively. 

 
As a result, Seamount undertook a pilot trip in 2011 with five participants and two teachers 
travelling to Ghana. The trip involved five days in school (school days also included visits to Aidlink’s 
partners’ projects in the afternoon or evening), some time spent visiting historical sights and some 
time spent reflecting. This format was positively received. Nevertheless, there has been no 
subsequent IP for Seamount, with a number of reasons cited, including the Irish recession, the Ebola 
crisis in 2014, and regional insecurity in West Africa. 

 
However, 2015-2016 saw an upsurge in interest in the IP, as several schools approached Aidlink with 
a view to undertaking an immersion trip. As a result of this upsurge, four separate trips were 
scheduled for the first half of 2016: 

 
● 74 participants from St. Mary’s College to Ghana 
● 28 participants from Loreto Beaufort to Uganda 
● 27 participants from St. Joseph’s Secondary School, Rush to Uganda 
● 10 participants from Blackrock College to Kenya. 

 

3.1.4 The Aidlink IP Model 

The Seamount College trip was an archetype of the now standardised Aidlink IP model. It has 
developed from a partnership approach, with input provided by partner schools and host 
schools/organisations and utilised to develop a model that is seen as rewarding and relevant for all 
parties. The trip itself involves three main elements: one week in a local secondary school, with 
specific attention being paid to normalising the week, and creating the least possible disruption to 
classes and student life; several days viewing the work of local NGOs and partner organisations; and 
some time to visit local cultural attractions and to reflect on the experiences of the trip. 
 
Increased focus has also been placed on pre-departure and post-return aspects of the IP, particularly 
for the three schools undertaking their first IP trip. Before embarking on the programme, it is 
expected that participants will have at least completed CSPE (a citizenship education course) in the 
junior cycle and have some aspect of DE continued into the leaving cycle. Additionally, Aidlink 
conducts a number of formal, pre-departure classroom-based workshops with participants on 
relevant development issues. These are matched to issues participants will see and experience on 
the trip, such as water and sanitation, or children’s rights, and provide a form of ‘show and tell’, 
where students learn about issues in the classroom and then see them first hand. There are also 
practical IP preparation sessions surrounding the itinerary of the trip, expected behaviour, rules, 
what to bring, etc. These aim to clearly set the expectations of participants. 

 
An increased focus on evaluation of the IP also necessitates a formal reflection workshop, which 
takes place after participants return to Ireland. Formerly, this reflection process was much more 



Page |  16 

informal, and may also have involved participants undertaking more creative projects to display their 
learning from the IP, such as creating exhibitions or making presentations to their parish. 

 

3.1.5 Reciprocal Visits (2011, 2015) 

As part of the IP, Aidlink has made commitments to facilitate reciprocal visits for Ghanaian 
participants. This is done to give Ghanaians a chance to engage in the same cross-cultural 
experiential learning process as Irish participants and to maximise the value of the IP for them. Three 
such reciprocal visits have occurred thus far: 

 
● 2 teachers from Notre Dame Girls SHS, Sunyani, Ghana hosted by Seamount College in 2010. 
● 18 students and 4 teachers from St. James’ School, Sunyani, Ghana hosted by SMC in 2011. 
● 20 students and 2 teachers from St. James’ School, Sunyani, Ghana hosted by SMC in 2015. 

 
These reciprocal visits are seen as a key part of the IP and follow a similar format whereby 
participants/teachers spend much of their time in Irish schools, in order for them to have the 
maximum opportunity to engage and share knowledge with their peers. As such, these reciprocal 
visits are thought to allow the IP to successfully come ‘full circle’. 

 
Table 1. Aidlink-facilitated immersion trips, 2004-2016 

Year Country 
Visited 

Host School(s) Visiting 
School(s) 

No. of 
Participants 

No. of 
Teachers 

2004 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani  

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

10 2 

2006 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani  

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines; 
Templeogue 
College 

27 6 

2007 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani; 
Notre Dame Girls 
SHS, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines; 
Seamount 
College, Kinvara 

0 7 

2008 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

51 8 

2010 Ireland Seamount 
College, Kinvara 

Notre Dame Girls 
SHS, Sunyani 

0 2 

2010 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

46 7 

2011 Ireland St, Mary’s 
College, 
Rathmines 

St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

18 4 

2011 Ghana Notre Dame Girls 
SHS, Sunyani 

Seamount 
College, Kinvara 

5 2 
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2012 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

56 8 

2014 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

63 8 

2015 Ireland St. Mary’s 
College, 
Rathmines 

St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

20 2 

2016 Kenya Sultan Hamud 
Secondary School, 
Machakos 

Blackrock College 10 2 

2016 Ghana St. James’ 
Seminary Senior 
High, Sunyani 

St. Mary’s College, 
Rathmines 

74 11 

2016 Uganda Archbishop 
Kiwanuka School, 
Masaka 

St. Joseph’s 
Secondary School, 
Rush 

27 5 

2016 Uganda Archbishop 
Kiwanuka School, 
Masaka 

Loreto Beaufort 28 5 

   Total: 425 79 

 

3.2 Rationale 

The rationale underpinning Aidlink’s IP is based on two related and strongly linked theories of 
learning, as explained below. These are alternatives to other learning models, which are more 
commonly used in schools and universities, such as imitative learning from watching, listening to or 
reading instructions written by others, or inductive learning from descriptions written by others. 

 

3.2.1 Hands-On Learning (Learning By Doing) 

Hands-On Learning, while not a new theory (it has received input from notable thinkers going back 
many centuries, such as Plato, Karl Marx, B.F. Skinner and Paulo Freire to name a few), remains an 
extremely influential and widely used form of learning in modern times.  

 
It directly involves learners by pushing them to engage with something first hand in order to learn 
about it. Reese (2011) describes this engagement as often involving trial and error. However, if this 
trial and error process involves mere repetition, it is of limited value. Therefore, task analyses prior 
to engagement and feedback post-engagement provide mechanisms for directing learning. The key 
to any learning process is to remember the information after it has been learnt, and, in this respect, 
Hands-On Learning outperforms other forms of learning in many contexts (Reese, 2011). 
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Table 2. Advantages and disadvantages of Hands-On Learning (Teachnology, 2016) 

Advantages Disadvantages 

● There are some situations where it is the only 
way to learn a skill, e.g. riding a bike. 

 
● The direct nature of the observation and 

actions may suit many learners better than 
other methods. This is due to the fact that it 
involves ‘self-shaping’, whereby the doers suit 
the learning and knowledge-building 
specifically to what is most salient for them. 

 
● It can encourage more independent learning, 

which is recognised as a useful life skill. 

 Some things cannot be learned 
simply by doing. For example, 
learning rocket science by doing 
would be prohibitively expensive 
and requires prior theoretical 
knowledge. 

 

 There are concerns over the depth 
of detail which can be learned 
through doing. Learners may have 
to engage in further reading to 
move beyond the basics of 
knowledge. 

 
Table 2 indicates that Hands-On Learning has several advantages and disadvantages, and is not a 
perfect learning solution by itself. The following piece of text from Reese (2011; p. 7) eloquently 
describes how different forms of learning must be combined:  
 

“Book-learning or theory deals with universals, which are abstract, and practice 
deals with particulars, which are concrete. Therefore, book-learning is insufficient 
by itself because it is uninformative about regularly successful practice, which 
requires knowing and dealing with the relevant particulars of each different 
person. However, direct experience is also insufficient by itself because although 
it deals with particulars, life is too short for direct learning of all the particulars 
that are relevant to successful practice. Therefore, effective practitioners base 
their procedures not only on extensive practical experience but also on theoretical 
principles. The theoretical principles are learned from books written by well-
experienced prior practitioners; the practical experience permits implementing 
the principles in ways that are effective in particular cases such as a physician’s 
curing a particular ailment in a particular person.” 

 
Accordingly, Aidlink’s IP aims to bring together elements of theory, through its DE workshops and 
discussions in the pre-departure phase, and hands-on learning, through the direct experiences of 
participants when they arrive in Africa, to provide the best possible learning experience for IP 
participants. 

 

3.2.2 Experiential Learning 

The second theory of learning underpinning the IP is that of Experiential Learning. This is closely 
related to Hands-On Learning but goes a step further by explicitly including reflection and feedback 
in the model (therefore, Hands-On Learning is a subset of Experiential Learning).  

 
Again, this is an ancient theory, with references going back to hundreds of years BC (Pickles, n.d.). 
However, more modern theory-building in the field began in the 1970’s when David A. Kolb built a 
four-stage model of experiential learning based on the work of notable thinkers such as Jean Piaget, 
John Dewey and Kurt Lewin (see figure 2) (Mobbs, n.d.). It aims to be a holistic and multi-linear 
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model of personal development, emphasising the central role of experience in the learning process. 
Its four stages are (Kolb, 1984): 

 

 Concrete Experience in the here and now, where the learner is assigned a task and is actively 
involved in it. 

 Reflective Observation of what has been experienced and what is/isn’t working. The process 
involves asking questions and communicating with others, and time is specifically dedicated 
to this stage in the learning process, rather than it occurring as an afterthought. 

 Abstract Conceptualisation occurs where the learner draws on theory, their own previous 
experience and the ideas of others to interpret and make sense of relationships and linkages 
in the field. This helps the learner to develop and think about ways to improve a 
process/situation. 

 Active Experimentation occurs where learning is put into practice in a context that is useful 
to the learner and others. 

 

Figure 2. The Kolb Learning Cycle (from Mobbs, n.d.) 

 
Two particularly noteworthy concepts contained in the model are the use of concrete, ‘here and 
now’ experiences to test ideas, and the use of reflection and feedback to change practices and 
theories (Smith, 2001, 2010). Further, the learner must have several key skills in order to have a 
genuine learning experience, including: a willingness to actively engage in the experience; the ability 
to conceptualise and reflect on the experience; and decision-making and problem-solving skills. 

The model itself can take several different forms when applied to the real world. One such form 
refers to a learning experience specifically sponsored by an institution (in the Aidlink IP this would be 
the participants’ school) in an attempt to give learners an opportunity “to acquire and apply 
knowledge, skills and feelings in an immediate setting” (Smith, 2001, 2010). In this form, the 
facilitation of experiential learning (i.e. by Aidlink, schools, partner organisations and hosts), while a 
difficult task, can be extremely effective in fostering the learning process. Facilitators can use their 
own skills and knowledge to challenge and inform learners. This process may happen naturally or 
through the use of specific tools, resources and question sheets (see Jacobson & Ruddy, 2004 for 
examples). 
 
Kolb’s original model has been critiqued for several reasons, including: for paying insufficient 
attention to the process of reflection itself; for making Western-style assumptions about the self 
(therefore limiting its cross-cultural applicability); and for taking an overly sequential and linear 
approach to learning (Smith, 2001, 2010). Subsequent adaptations to the model have sought to 
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address these flaws (e.g. Jarvis, 1995; Moon, 2004). However, Kolb’s model remains the central 
reference point for discussion of all other theories of experiential learning, and therefore, provides 
the theoretical underpinning of Aidlink’s IP. 

 

3.3 Aims/Objectives of IP for All Stakeholders 

3.3.1 Aidlink 

● DE and public engagement have been a core part of Aidlink’s philosophy and ethos since the 
charity was founded, as contained in the original Memorandum of Understanding. The IP 
will provide an opportunity for the concrete expression of this philosophy/ethos. 

● The IP will provide an opportunity for Aidlink to show young people how development works 
in practice and to expose them to real life development projects. 

● The IP will provide an opportunity for Aidlink to facilitate the development of young people’s 
learning about, and understanding of, development and social justice issues, such as poverty 
and global power imbalances. 

● The IP will allow Aidlink to subtly challenge negative perceptions and stereotypes that young 
people in Ireland may have about Africa and its people by introducing them to normal 
Africans in normal situations and then encouraging them to reflect on how this differed from 
their expectations. 

● Upon returning from the IP, participants will engage more with development and social 
justice issues, and carry out corresponding actions to address these issues at the personal, 
professional, community, national and/or international levels. 

● Some former participants from the IP will go on to work in and take up leadership roles in 
the national and international development arenas.  

● The IP will be strategically beneficial for Aidlink as it provides a tangible output from its 
DE/public engagement programming to report to Irish Aid. 

 

3.3.2 Participating Schools 

● All Irish secondary schools who have participated in the IP so far have had a strong Catholic 
background, with an associated charitable ethos and commitment to social justice. The IP 
provides a way for the schools to express and connect with this ethos. 

● Many of the schools already have specific social justice programmes or a strong informal 
focus on social justice. The IP will enhance the learning from these, contextualise it and help 
students internalise it. 

● The IP will spark and facilitate students’ interest in new subject areas, such as Politics & 
Society, which are being brought into the Leaving Certificate cycle in the near future. 

 

3.3.3 IP Partner Organisations/Hosts 

● By supporting and facilitating successful IP trips, hosts/partners will maintain and improve 
relationships with Aidlink and other Irish stakeholders which is socially and financially 
rewarding for them. 

● Sharing cultures, values and ideas with IP participants will create learning opportunities for 
locals and students in Africa, which will be of value to them. 

● The IP will provide an opportunity for participants and locals to form ordinary peer 
relationships based on ideals of social justice and free from globally entrenched power 
imbalances. This will help to break down negative stereotypes and perceptions held by all 
stakeholders (both African and Irish). 



Page |  21 

● The IP will improve transparency and accountability by enabling the hosts/partners to 
demonstrate to visitors how and where the money that they raised is being is spent. 

● The IP could potentially create a source of future volunteers for Aidlink’s partner 
organisations, or the international development sector more generally, once IP participants 
have returned home and gained applicable skills or qualifications. 

● Some of the peer relationships developed between Africans and Irish people as part of the IP 
will develop into mutually beneficial working or business relationships in the future. 

 
 
N.B. Only Aidlink was directly involved in the identification of these aims and objectives. The aims 
and objectives of all other stakeholders were identified through interviews with Aidlink staff 
members and other secondary sources, and therefore, may be subject to some change. Further, the 
aims and objectives of participants and their families has deliberately been left out here, as Aidlink 
plan to survey the parents of participants in order to ascertain why they feel the programme is 
valuable for them and their children. This will then give greater insight into what they wish to gain 
from the IP experience. 

3.4 Focus on Evaluation of the IP 

3.4.1 Initial Evaluation Efforts 

Until 2014, no comprehensive attempt was made to evaluate the IP. Instead, the programme was 
informally reviewed after each immersion trip. Discussions were held between the various 
stakeholders about whether various aspects of the programme had met expectations, and the 
information from these discussions was used to try to improve the IP for the next trip. There were 
several reasons this more informal approach was taken: 

 
● There was a general sense among stakeholders that the IP was self-evidently worthwhile. 

This sense arose due to abundant anecdotal evidence of the success of the programme. For 
example, Aidlink received numerous updates from former IP participants who were 
travelling/working in Africa or who had gone on to work in the international development 
sector in organisations such as Suas and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Also, 
participating schools and teachers were hugely positive about the IP and the programme 
became strongly embedded in SMC – this was seen as evidence in itself of the programme’s 
success. 

● The IP is self-financed, with no regular funding ever provided by Irish Aid. This removed an 
external imperative for formal evaluation, and in fact Irish Aid actively discouraged reporting 
on the impact of the IP to them, due to the fact that they provided no funding. 

● The IP is seen as a purely experiential programme and, therefore, formal evaluation was not 
deemed particularly valuable or manageable. Stakeholders were of the opinion that the 
benefits of the programme would only be observable over a longer period and capturing this 
would potentially require a large amount of resources to track and collect data from 
participants over an extended period. 

 
Further to these reasons, Aidlink made several attempts to inquire about the possibility of evaluating 
the programme in the DE community in Ireland but found that external organisations were reluctant 
to commit to evaluating the IP. This was due to concerns about the lack of diversity in the sample, as 
up until that point Aidlink’s IP participants were nearly all young males from urban private schools in 
South Dublin. This meant that Aidlink could only get commitments for a very limited evaluation and 
this was deemed not worth pursuing. 

 



Page |  22 

3.4.2 2014/2015 Attempt at Formal Evaluation 

Renewed focus on formal evaluation came in 2014 with the ten year anniversary of the first SMC 
immersion trip. It was seen as a golden opportunity to evaluate the programme more rigorously as: 

 
1. More than 200 students had participated in the IP, providing a large potential sample size. 
2. Considerable time had elapsed since many had participated in the programme, thereby 

allowing observable impacts to potentially emerge. 
3. There was a reciprocal visit from St. James’ in Ghana to St. Mary’s in Ireland scheduled for 

2015, which provided an ideal opportunity to collect data from Ghanaian participants and 
stakeholders in the IP. 

 
As a result, in 2015, an external consultant was commissioned to review the programme. The review 
was to involve contacting the students who had gone through the programme to see what their 
current situation was and to undertake a series of interviews with all the different types of 
stakeholders to assess the benefits of the programme. 

 
While much of the data collection was completed, the review was unable to be completed due to a 
combination of issues outside of Aidlink’s control, resulting in the consultant being unable to 
complete the commissioned work and the priorities of SMC being turned elsewhere. 

 

3.4.3 Renewed Evaluation Efforts for 2016 

Several key reasons underpin Aidlink’s continued determination to evaluate the impact of the IP in a 
more formal and rigorous manner. 

 
The first is based on a longstanding belief within Aidlink that the IP is a key part of the organisation’s 
attempts to build relationships and engagement with Africa as a continent, and organisations and 
individuals within it. Despite some confusion surrounding Irish Aid’s changing definitions of DE and 
public engagement, the IP is central to Aidlink’s programming in this area. As such, there remains a 
need to show that the IP is adding value for all stakeholders and helping Aidlink to successfully work 
towards its strategic and high level goals, particularly as the organisation has just produced a new 
strategy document for 2017-2021 (Aidlink, 2016). 

 
Second is the growing emphasis within the DE community on transparency, analysis, monitoring and 
evaluation. This has rendered anecdotal evidence insufficient, and there is a desire to tangibly 
quantify the benefits of the IP and test the validity of existing anecdotal evidence. The learning from 
the programme and evaluation process can then also be shared with the wider DE community. 

 
The next reason is that three new schools have undertaken an immersion trip in 2016, as well as the 
scheduled trip with SMC. The inclusion of these new schools has seen a huge increase in the 
diversity of the sample of participants, as they include an all-girls school and a school from outside of 
urban, South County Dublin. These schools have also travelled to Uganda and Kenya, expanding the 
IP outside of just Ghana. This greater variety in the sample creates the potential for a more robust 
and applicable evaluation. 

 
The final reason relates to the growing interest in Aidlink’s IP. This could lead to the IP expanding 
post-2016 to new schools, and outside the education sector, e.g. to community groups. This 
potential expansion creates a distinct need to capture the learning from previous immersion trips 
and use it to attract more resources and apportion these resources in an appropriate, evidence-
informed manner. The formal collection and evaluation of data from the IP should play a major role 
in this process. 
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Accordingly, Aidlink have taken several steps already in 2015/2016 to improve their capacity to 
formally evaluate the IP. Firstly, they have produced a short policy document (Aidlink, 2015) 
outlining Aidlink’s approach to DE and IPs; how this adds value for all stakeholders; the structure of 
the IP; the costs; and health and safety measures that are in place. They have also committed to 
sending a short qualitative survey to parents of IP participants in order to ascertain their views on 
the IP and why they see it as beneficial for their children to take part. 

 
Finally, Aidlink have adopted the WorldWise Global Schools (WWGS) Self-Assessment Tool (SAT) to 
be piloted in 2016 with all four schools undertaking immersion trips. In conjunction with a more 
qualitative feedback survey, the WWGS SAT provides the first attempt to systematically evaluate the 
impact of Aidlink’s IP on participants. Thus far, data has been collected for two of the four schools 
and it is this data which forms a large part of the basis for the evaluation and analysis contained in 
the next part of the report. 

 

3.5 Aidlink IP Logic Model 

Much of the above information is contained in the programme logic model shown on the next page. 
It was created during the writing of this report through consultation with Aidlink staff. The template 
for the logic model comes from the Centre for Effective Services (CES) in Ireland and is designed to 
be read from left to right starting at the high level goal. It portrays the strategies, inputs and outputs 
that are assumed, if implemented correctly, will end up with a series of positive short-, medium- and 
long-term outcomes for Aidlink IP stakeholders. The boxes entitled ‘evidence from a variety of 
sources’ and ‘monitoring and evaluation’ are overarching and are intended to inform and feed into 
each step of the process. As such, the logic model represents the theoretical basis for Aidlink’s IP and 
the benefits that are expected to accrue from it. 
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Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

 Currently, the WWGS SAT and a supplementary qualitative questionnaire are being piloted to evaluate the IP. These 
evaluation methods will be reviewed in late 2016, with a view to potential changes in evaluation format for 2017. 

 Collaborative, high-level discussions between Aidlink, schools and partner organisations are held after each IP trip to 
discuss what did and didn’t work well. This will feed into the IP evaluation process. 

 The commitment, expectations and advice of participants’ parents will be collected through a qualitative survey. 

High Level Goal 

More young people in Ireland will support a 
global, social-justice oriented agenda that 
advances the interests of people living in the 
poorest communities in Africa and elsewhere 
in the world. 

 

Inputs (all stakeholders) 
Aidlink: 

 Staff/leadership throughout duration of IP 

 DE materials 

 Delivery of DE Content 

 Logistical support 

 Evaluation materials 

 Debriefing session 

 Information/Communications regarding 
continued engagement 

 Building partnerships with other stakeholders 

 Analysis and reporting of feedback 
 
Schools: 

 Staff/leadership throughout duration of IP 

 Development education materials 

 Delivery of DE content 

 Venue for pre-trip modules 

 Logistical support 

 Building partnerships with other stakeholders 
 
Hosts/Partners: 

 Staff/leadership throughout duration of IP 

 Venues for immersion trip activities 

 Educators and activity facilitators 

 Building partnerships with other stakeholders 
 
Participants, families and communities: 

 Funding 

Evidence from a variety of sources will inform the model: 
1. Feedback from IP participants, leadership, schools, and hosts/partners will be used to review the programme year-on-year. 
2. Immersion literature will be appraised for best practice information. 
3. Irish Aid Development Education and Public Engagement strategies will be used to keep IP in line with latest national definitions and requirements. 

 

  

Outcomes  
Short Term: 

 Increased knowledge of, and interest in, 
development and social justice issues. 

 Existing perceptions will be challenged and 
attitudes towards African dev. will change. 

 Support and engagement will be generated for 
dev. projects in Africa. 

 Skills such as critical analysis, empathy, 
relationship-building etc. will be developed. 

 Increased capacity in schools/partners involved 
in the IP to facilitate and host IP. 

Medium Term: 

 Interest in/support for African development will 
be maintained and specific actions will be taken 
to support dev. initiatives e.g. volunteering, 
fundraising etc. 

 Dev Ed initiatives such as the IP will be 
mainstreamed in participating secondary 
schools. 

Long Term: 
The IP will make a contribution to: 

 African dev. appearing more frequently on the 
national and international policy agenda. 

 Future leaders in many sectors having strong 
knowledge of development issues. 

 Mutually beneficial work/business/social 
relationships will be developed between Irish 
and African citizens. 

Outputs  

 
 A tailored, high-quality educational IP 

will be developed with specific learning 
objectives for participants. 
 

 X young people from Ireland will take 
part in Y immersion visits to 
schools/projects in Africa. 
 

 W young people from Africa will take 
part in Z reciprocal immersion visits to 
schools in Ireland. 
 

 Specific events and strategies will be 
developed to provide former 
participants with information and 
opportunities to continue engagement 
with international development 
initiatives. 
 

 Learning from the IP will be formally 
documented on a biennial basis and 
used to improve the IP. 
 

 Learning from the IP will be shared with 
all IP stakeholders and the wider DE 
community. 

 

 

Strategies (2017-2021) 
 

 Young people from a variety of 
backgrounds and locations in 
Ireland will have the opportunity 
to take part in high-quality 
immersion visits to 
schools/projects in Africa. 
 

 Where possible and practical, 
young people from Africa will 
have the opportunity to take part 
in reciprocal high-quality 
immersion visits to schools in 
Ireland. 
 

 The scope for supporting broader 
citizen engagement with 
development in Africa through 
linkages with a broader range of 
social institutions (e.g. 
community and youth groups, 
workplaces, etc.) will have been 
assessed and tested. 

 

 Public engagement and Dev Ed in 
Ireland to promote an 
understanding of poverty and 
inequality in Africa will continue 
to be a core part of Aidlink’s 
programmatic work. 



 
Page | 25  

4. Initial Evaluation of 2016 IPs 

4.1 Quantitative Data 

4.1.1 Adoption of the WWGS SAT 

In line with Aidlink’s monitoring and evaluation policies, and with the organisation’s desire to 
effectively evaluate the IP, Aidlink sought to adopt a monitoring tool in 2016 that would capture the 
impact and outcomes of the IP as best as possible. The plan was to develop and pilot the tool in early 
2016, with results then recorded and formally analysed to give an overview of initial changes in 
participants. In line with the Logic Model developed in the previous section, data arising from the 
use of the tool should be formally reported on biennially, and over time could feed into a more 
longitudinal understanding of the IPs impact on participants. Pressing results and feedback will be 
used to support and develop the programme year on year. 

 
It should be noted that in formulating this plan, Aidlink was cognisant of the potential for the IP’s 
impact on participants to appear only after an extended period of time, and also of the fact that 
changes in awareness and attitudes are extremely difficult to measure. There was also an informal 
assumption that the IP is likely to have a significant long-term impact on no more than one third of 
participants, to the point where they will have a life-influencing and life-enhancing experience and 
will stay engaged with the international development sector in various roles. This high proportion is 
assumed due to the self-selecting nature of the IP, generally attracting participants who are 
interested in international development issues already. For another third, it is likely to have an 
impact to the extent where they will maintain limited involvement with the sector or related events. 
For the final third, it will probably have little impact beyond being an adventurous and interesting 
school tour. 

 
Aidlink chose to adopt the WorldWise Global Schools (WWGS) Self Assessment Tool (SAT) for DE 
because of its close ties with Irish Aid and its ease of use – instructions for its use and tools for 
analysing resulting data are provided freely with the tool. The WWGS SAT requires participants to 
self-rate, on a scale of 0-5, where they are ‘now’ in relation to four different areas of development. 
Some questions were adapted slightly to reflect the nature of the IP: 

 

 Knowledge of human rights; participants’ own country; the immersion country; and causes 
of global poverty. 0 is defined as representing no knowledge/never having heard of the 
topic, and 5 as knowing a great deal about the topic. 

 Skills in teamwork; presentations; reflection; and dealing with difference. 0 is defined as 
representing no ability, and 5 is defined as representing very good ability. 

 Values & Attitudes with regards to respect; fairness/equality; getting involved; and 
responsibility/solidarity. 0 is defined as representing thinking that the concept is not 
important, 5 as that the concept is very important. 

 Actions such as organising social justice events locally; participating in social justice events; 
and thinking about one’s actions and how they impact on others. 0 is defined as never 
thinking of/trying to do, 5 is defined as always thinking of/trying to do. 

 
Using the scores provided, each participant’s average can be calculated for each area of 
development and these averages are represented diagrammatically on a four-spoked wheel (see 
WWGS, n.d.). The tool is administered to each participant twice – once prior to the trip in order to 
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form a baseline measure and once post-return to measure the change across all four areas. Positive 
changes are represented visually if the wheel expands in size. 

 

4.1.2 Initial WWGS SAT Results and Analysis – All participants and by Gender 

At the time of writing this report, SAT data had been collected for two of the four 2016 IPs, namely 
from the Blackrock College (BC) trip where ten students travelled to Kenya, and the St. Joseph’s Rush 
(SJR) trip where 28 students travelled to Uganda. Baseline measures were recorded prior to 
departure and follow-up data was collected approximately 2-3 weeks after returning to Ireland.  

 
Data was still outstanding from the SMC trip to Ghana and the Loreto Beaufort (LB) trip to Uganda. 
This was due to the difficulties in accessing school-level participants and staff during their summer 
holidays. This meant that some participants still had to be provided with follow-up measures, while 
the data collected from other participants was inaccessible at the time of writing. 

 
As a result, this report provides an introductory analysis of the limited data available to give an initial 
idea of trends within the data. Further, in-depth analysis, including measures of statistical 
significance, outliers, distribution, normality etc. should be considered at a later date, once the 
remaining data has been collected and the sample size is sufficient. 
 
Table 3 below provides a numerical representation of this initial analysis. Due to the small sample 
sizes, averages were calculated using all available data, meaning the ‘n’ size varies slightly across 
columns. 

 
Table 3. Average changes in WWGS SAT scores by area of development and gender 

Summary of all 
Participants (n=38) 

  Baseline 
(n=37) 

Final 
 (n=32) 

% Growth 
(n=31) 

Knowledge 2.956 3.924 33% 

Skills 3.838 4.167 9% 

Values & 
Attitudes 

3.956 4.646 17% 

Action 2.633 3.006 14% 

Summary of all Males 
(n=27) 

  
  

Baseline 
(n=27) 

Final 
(n=21) 

% Change 
(n=21) 

Knowledge 3.014 3.786 26% 

Skills 3.653 3.952 8% 

Values & 
Attitudes 

3.708 4.464 20% 

Action 2.538 2.758 9% 

Summary of all Females 
(n=11) 

  
  

Baseline 
(n=10) 

Final 
(n=11) 

% Change 
(n=10) 

Knowledge 2.825 3.875 37% 

Skills 3.888 4.295 10% 

Values & 
Attitudes 

4.163 4.557 9% 

Action 2.598 3.256 25% 
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Turning first to the summary of all participants, it is very encouraging to note that, on average, 
participants recorded growth in all four areas of personal development. Knowledge showed by far 
the largest growth, starting from the relatively low average score of nearly 3 out of 5 and growing 
33% to 3.9. Skills and Values & Attitudes both started from a much higher baseline of 3.8 and 4. This 
makes the respective growth in these two areas of 9% and 17% notable, particularly for Values and 
Attitudes which moved quite close to the highest possible score of 5. Slightly more disappointing 
was the growth in the area of Action. Despite growth of 14%, the fact that the baseline of 2.6 was 
very low meant that its average final score of 3.006 was far below the other three areas of 
development. 

 
Slight differences in results can be observed when comparing results from males vs. females in Table 
3. Starting from a slightly lower baseline, females appeared to show considerably higher growth in 
Knowledge (37% to males’ 26%). They also showed much higher growth in Action (25% vs. 9% for 
males) and very slightly higher growth in Skills, despite starting both areas with a higher baseline 
score. On the other hand, males showed greater relative growth in the area of Values & Attitudes, 
starting from a lower baseline of 3.7 and growing by 20% (vs. 9% for females) to nearly match 
females’ final score of 4.5 out of 5. With the exception of skills, where females finished nearly 0.5 
points higher than males, the final absolute values for females and males were very similar for the 
three other areas, indicating a convergence on a more desirable level of Knowledge, Skills, and 
Values & Attitude upon completion of the IP. It should be noted, however, that due to the small 
sample size, particularly for female participants, and the omission of tests of statistical significance, 
there is a possibility that these differences are accounted for by random chance and natural 
variation. 

 

4.1.3 WWGS SAT Results – By School 

As the two IPs from which quantitative data has been collected travelled to different countries, it is 
prudent to describe the results from both trips separately, and then to directly compare the results 
from both trips. 

 
Table 4. Summary of data from Blackrock College IP to Kenya 

Summary of all Blackrock 
College (n=10) 

  Baseline 
(n=10) 

Final 
(n=8) 

% Change 
(n=8) 

Knowledge 2.875 3.531 23% 

Skills 3.350 3.781 13% 

Values & 
Attitudes 

3.438 4.219 23% 

Action 2.429 2.790 15% 

 
Firstly, Table 4 shows a summary of all results from BC’s IP in Kenya. There were a total of ten 
participants, all of whom provided baseline data. However, two students were unable to provide 
follow-up data. the baseline represents a slightly larger sample size (n=10) than the final score (n=8).  

 
In line with the total results presented in the previous sub-section, BC participants showed an 
average increase in all four areas of development. The composition of these increases differed 
slightly from above, however, in that the level of increase was more consistent. Both Knowledge and 
Values & Attitudes increased by 23%, while Action increased by 15% and Skills by 13%. Perhaps the 
most surprising results were the large increase in Values & Attitudes, despite starting at the highest 
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baseline level of more than 3.4 out of 5, and the relatively smaller increase of Action, despite 
starting at the lowest baseline of 2.4. This meant that Action finished at a much lower absolute level, 
nearly one full point behind the next lowest score, in the area of Knowledge. 

 
It is also interesting to note the individual scores that differ greatly from the overall trend of 
moderately sizable increases in areas of personal development. These individual scores may serve as 
an initial indication of potential outliers. For example, there were eleven individual pieces of 
feedback from BC participants that showed extraordinary growth of more than 50% in certain areas. 
One participant alone showed increases of 150% in Knowledge, 60% in skills, and 58% in Values & 
Attitudes. Another participant noted a 233% increase in the area of Action.  

 
Slightly more worryingly, there were also four individual pieces of feedback that indicated 
participants had shown a decrease in their self-evaluations. One participant indicated a 20% 
decrease in Knowledge, another noted a 7% decrease in Skills, and a further two participants noted a 
50% decrease in Action. No participants recorded a decrease in Values & Attitudes.  

 
Table 5. Summary of data from St. Joseph's Rush IP to Uganda 

Summary of all St. 
Joseph’s Rush (n=28) 

  Baseline 
(n=27) 

Final 
(n=24) 

% Change 
(n=23) 

Knowledge 2.995 3.911 31% 

Skills 3.852 4.167 8% 

Values & 
Attitudes 

3.977 4.589 15% 

Action 2.601 2.976 14% 

 
Next, Table 5 shows a summary of all results obtained from SJR’s IP in Uganda. Of a total of 28 
participants, 27 completed the baseline survey and 24 completed the follow-up survey. 23 
participants completed both surveys, providing the basis for the % change figures. 

 
As would be expected, due to the larger sample size, the % change figures from SJR were closely 
aligned with that of the overall sample. Knowledge showed an overall increase of 31%, with Values & 
Attitudes and Action the next biggest increases with 15% and 14% respectively. As in the overall 
results, Skills showed the smallest increase, with a single figures score of 8%. Again, however, this is 
unsurprising due to the high baseline score in Skills leaving limited room for improvement. In the 
area of Action, the low baseline score combined with the 2nd lowest % increase meant that, as with 
BC, it was left far behind the other areas in the final standings. 

 
Again, there were individual answers that were notably different from the overall trend. 14 
individual pieces of feedback saw changes of more than 50%, with six from Knowledge, none from 
Skills, two from Values & Attitudes, and six from Action. Action showed the largest of these increases 
with one participant recording a 109% increase and another recording an 86% increase. 

 
There were also eleven individual answers that showed negative changes. None of the answers were 
related to Knowledge, four were related to Skills, one was related to Values & Attitudes and six were 
related to Actions. Interestingly, the percentage decreases in Action tended to be much larger than 
the other areas combined - an average of 26.7% vs. 8%. 
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4.1.4 Analysis 

The initial results from the limited quantitative data available can be seen as encouraging. Overall, 
participants self-recorded growth in all four areas measured by the WWGS SAT. Knowledge showed 
by far the biggest percentage change at 33%. This may have been due to its relatively low baseline 
value and also because the knowledge gained from the IP might have been extremely salient to the 
participants as they obtained first-hand experience of seeing development in action. 

 
The area of Action saw the most disappointing results. Although its overall increase was 14%, it 
started at the lowest baseline and its relatively modest % growth meant that in the end, it was the 
lowest average score, nearly 1 full point behind the second lowest Knowledge. This was fairly 
consistent across both genders and schools. The fact that data was collected just 2-3 weeks after 
participants had returned may have been a significant cause of this. It meant that questions about 
organising and participating in social justice events locally were rendered fairly obsolete, as not 
enough time would have elapsed for participants to find out about, organise and take part in a 
variety of social justice events. 

 
Overall, there were limited differences when disaggregating the data by gender or by school. 
Females, on average, showed bigger increases in Knowledge and Action, whereas males showed 
bigger increases in Skills and Values & Attitudes. However, the small sample size of females (n=11) 
means that no judgments can be made from this. Similarly, the more consistent increases shown 
across the four areas by participants from BC can be noted, but no judgments can be made due to 
the small sample size (n=10). It will be easier to make conclusive inferences about the nature of any 
potential differences between groups as more data is collected year on year.  

 
Instances of extraordinary growth in certain areas, as indicated by participants’ responses appear to 
be quite common. A total of 22 responses from BC and SJR that exceeded 50% increases gives an 
indication of this. While these responses are quite randomly distributed across the four areas 
measured, they indicate the enormous impact that participants feel the IP can have on them. 

 
Finally, the exact reasons for the 15 negative changes recorded are unknown, and cannot be 
ascertained from the qualitative data presented in the following section due to the anonymity of the 
data collection process. However, the short nature of the IP trip means it is unlikely a participant 
would forget knowledge or fall out of practice with their skills, and thus directly cause a decrease in 
any area of a participant’s SAT. A more likely explanation is that participants overrated themselves 
prior to the programme. The IP trip may have given them a more realistic idea of their relative level 
of competency in each area of development, potentially causing them to reduce their self-reported 
score in the follow up data collection process. 

 

4.2 Qualitative Data from IP Participants 

Supplementary to the WWGS SAT, all IP participants were given a qualitative survey asking them to 
respond to the following: 

 
● Outline three high moments/positive experiences of the IP. 
● Outline three challenges or concerns you have in relation to the IP. 
● Do you think we should participate together on the IP again? YES / NO 
● Do you have any suggestions on what we should do differently? Please outline them. 

 
This was intended as a more reflective and individual way for people involved in the IP to 
demonstrate their learning and make suggestions for improving the programme. 
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Data was outstanding from the 2016 SMC and LB IP trips, meaning this analysis is solely based on 
responses from BC and SJR participants. Further, the data collection process for BC participants was 
more informal, and feedback was obtained regarding only the first two of the survey questions. 

 
The answers provided were analysed and grouped thematically based on the principles of Thematic 
Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013). This allows for flexible and inductive analysis, 
with room for variation within each theme. It was decided that themes would be analysed at a 
relatively shallow level, to allow for a description of all the themes emerging, rather than focussing 
on one theme in any great depth. The results are described below. 

 

4.2.1 High Moments/Positive Experiences 

 
Table 6. Thematic analysis of participants' self-reported high moments/positive experiences 

St Joseph’s Rush Blackrock College 

 
Theme 

No. of 
Mentions 

 
Theme 

No. of 
Mentions 

Structured activities 
throughout the trip 

28 Structured activities 
throughout the trip 

8 

First day visit to primary 
school in Wakiso 

14 First day visit to the elephant 
orphanage 

7 

Group bonding among 
participants 

11 Interacting with local 
students, peers and adults 

6 

Interacting with local 
students, peers, and adults 

8 Kenyans’ hospitality 3 

Ugandans’ hospitality and 
positive attitudes 

8 New experiences and 
learning 

3 

New experiences and learning 7   

Others 3   

 
Table 6 provides a list of the themes identified from participants’ responses regarding the high 
moments and most positive experiences of the IP trips. There is significant overlap between the two 
different IPs, giving an indication that, despite both groups attending different countries, the Aidlink 
IP model can be replicated in two different contexts to provide participants with similar experiences. 
 
The most mentioned high moments/positive experiences in both groups were around activities that 
were scheduled throughout the trip. For example, many of the participants mentioned playing 
sports against their hosts and activities that involved singing and dancing with their hosts. The 
reflections throughout the trip were also mentioned as being very helpful to discuss what 
participants had seen. Each group also mentioned activities that were specific to their trip. 
Participants from SJR specifically mentioned the cultural exchange night, visiting the Irish 
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ambassador’s house, and visiting the ‘old lady’ who looked after the water tank. Students from BC 
mentioned a visit to the Maasai Tribe and taking part in a debate. 

 
The next highest mentioned element of both trips could have been classified with the structured 
activities above. However, they have been kept separate because they are activities that both 
specifically occurred on the participants’ first full day in the host country – for SJR it was a visit to a 
primary school in Wakiso, for BC it was a visit to an elephant orphanage in Nairobi. This gives an 
indication of the importance of the participants’ initial experiences on the IP trip, and how much 
potential there is for these experiences to leave a lasting impression. Maximising the potential 
benefit of this should be considered by IP organisers in the future. 

 
Other themes which were frequently mentioned included the positive nature of the interaction 
participants had with local students, peers and adults, and also the warm welcome and hospitality 
they received from their hosts. This helped to foster friendships, learning about the locals’ side of life 
and created a newfound respect for the locals’ willingness to work hard and appreciate things in life 
that Irish people might take for granted. 

 
The final common theme was positivity around new experiences and learning on the trip. 
Participants particularly mentioned the enjoyment of experiencing life in a new culture, seeing 
different and interesting landscapes, and meeting new and interesting people. This gives an 
indication that participants valued having the chance to expand their horizons and experience 
completely new circumstances. 

 
SJR also had themes which arose that did not in the BC sample, possibly due to the larger group of 
participants creating more variation. For example, eleven participants specifically mentioned 
enjoying the bonding among their group, and spending time getting to know them, play cards with 
them, develop friendships etc. SJR students also mentioned other miscellaneous positive 
experiences including feeling tired at the end of the day and the willingness of all participants to 
learn. 

 
While some themes were mentioned more often than others, there were slight variations within 
each theme, highlighting the individual nature of the IP experience and how different elements of 
the trip can leave different impressions on participants. This indicates the importance of maintaining 
a variety of activities to give all participants a chance to experience something which will make a 
positive and lasting impression on them. 

 

4.2.2 Challenges/Concerns 

Table 7 indicates there was less overlap between SJR and BC participants in terms of their 
challenges/concerns surrounding the IP trip. This suggests these were more specific to each 
individual trip and, as such, both trips will be discussed and analysed separately here. 
 
Table 7. Thematic analysis of participants' self-reported challenges/concerns 

St Joseph’s Rush Blackrock College 

 
Theme 

No. of 
Mentions 

 
Theme 

No. of 
Mentions 
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Issues surrounding a lack of 
resources, poverty & inequality for 
locals 

30 Sickness 9 

Feelings of helplessness/guilt 23 Issues surrounding specific 
activities on the IP 

5 

Practical Issues 9 Too much travel 5 

Leaving Uganda 7 Length of the trip/stays 3 

Failure to see a tangible impact of IP 5 Leaving Kenya 2 

Danger for women/girls 3 Personal experiences 2 

 
 
For SJR, participants most frequently referred to issues relating to a lack of resources and the 
associated poverty and inequality locals had to experience as the most challenging aspect of the trip 
for them. Specific instances of witnessing poverty and inequality were mentioned 15 times. These 
included seeing children playing with bits of plastic, seeing people with torn clothes or no clothes at 
all, and seeing “the archbishop living in luxury while most everyone else lives in slums”. Seeing how 
the locals struggle for clean drinking water was mentioned specifically nine times and was compared 
with our own ease of access and wastefulness. Finally, seeing the living conditions of locals, 
particularly in the school dormitories was mentioned six times. 

 
The next most mentioned theme for SJR was related to the above challenges and involved 
participants referring to feelings of helplessness or guilt. Some mentioned it specifically, e.g. one 
participant described “the feeling of guilt. We are so much better off than the locals and that was 
obvious to both them us”. Another described “feeling like there’s nothing we can do as individuals to 
help”. Others referred to situations which made them feel guilty, such as when they were being 
watched eating by local children. This gives an indication of the impact that first hand experiences of 
seeing poverty and inequality can have on participants – experiences that could not be obtained 
from classroom-based programmes. 

 
The impact of the trip was also highlighted by the number of participants who mentioned the 
challenge of leaving Uganda and saying goodbye to the locals and their fellow participants. This 
spoke to the strength of the bonds and friendships that were forged on the trip and also to the 
participants’ desire to help locals in any way they could. 

 
In a related theme, five participants specifically mentioned the lack of tangible impact they felt they 
had on issues highlighted during the IP. They specifically highlighted that they felt the trip was not 
hands-on enough and one participant noted “struggling to see the difference that us being there had 
on the people we met”. Despite the IP being advertised as purely educational, and attempts to 
manage participants’ expectations in the pre-departure phase, it will be important for Aidlink to 
consider how to better manage these expectations and also how to more effectively convey the 
impact of the IP and participants’ fundraising efforts. 

 
SJR participants also mentioned several practical issues as being challenging/concerning such as the 
food, spending too much time travelling on busses, being away from family and friends and issues 
with sickness. These were very much individual to participants but are concerns that should be taken 
on board. 
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Finally, three participants mentioned being particularly struck by the expectation that women and 
girls should be the only ones to fetch water, and the way this exposed them to danger and impacted 
on their education. 

 
The challenges for participants from BC were slightly different. For example, the most mentioned 
challenge was to do with sickness, and that this also caused some to miss activities which they had 
been looking forward to. This was a very unfortunate occurrence and may have been purely 
coincidental, as it appears trip organisers placed a strong emphasis on health and safety procedures. 

 
Several participants mentioned specific concerns surrounding activities on the trip, such as a lack of 
variety in the activities. Others highlighted specific activities as challenging/concerning, such as the 
visit to the ambassador’s house or the time spent seeing wildlife. No further details are provided 
meaning it is unclear what specifically challenged/concerned them. 

 
Five participants noted concerns about the time spent travelling on busses and the traffic. A further 
three noted the trip was too short and they would have liked to have had longer stays in the school. 
Aidlink’s IP model has developed to address these concerns on other trips, e.g. for SMC, and 
renewed focus could potentially be given to this issue for future BC trips. 
 
Finally, two participants mentioned their disappointment at leaving Kenya, its people and their 
fellow IP participants, and two mentioned being challenged by personal experiences of seeing 
inequality and the sleeping conditions for some of the children. Again, this speaks to the powerful 
emotional impact that the IP trip can have on participants. 

 

4.2.3 Participating on IP again 

With data on this question only available from SJR, all 23 responses received were in the affirmative, 
stating that SJR and Aidlink should participate together on the IP again. Some participants 
accompanied their response with comments as to why they felt this was the case. Examples include: 

 
“Because it really is a life changing and eye opening experience. It matures you in 
a way you wouldn’t be able to mature at home! It was just an amazing experience 
and so emotional!” 

 
“It opens a student’s eyes as to the real world and shows us that problems such as 
abstract poverty are not just words on a page.” 

 
These powerful endorsements from participants highlight the emotive and developmental impact 
that the IP can have on students. This creates significant potential for engagement with 
development issues and the development sector, and stakeholders should strive to capitalise on this 
in the short-, medium-, and long-term. 

 

4.2.4 Suggestions for Doing Things Differently 

Finally, participants were asked to provide suggestions on what the IP should do differently. Six 
comments referred to a desire to take a more ‘hands on’ approach in the host country. They 
referred to wanting to help in a more tangible way, e.g. by helping to build a wall or doing more 
charity work, so that they “help people more”. While the desire to help is admirable, this expression 
of it may not be entirely appropriate or desirable, particularly if the schoolchildren lack specific skills 
to carry out such hands-on projects. The focus of the IP is very much on learning and interacting, 
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rather than building or providing services. Ways should be sought to makes this fact clearer to 
participants in order to manage their expectations and provide them with a picture of why and how 
the IP is valuable. 

 
Similarly, six comments referred to increasing the focus on the Action Project element of the IP. 
Participants specifically described wanting to help build water jars, give more of a sense of “helping 
the people rather than just experiencing life there”, and that “the Action Projects didn’t feel 
beneficial to the Ugandan people, more for us to learn”. This indicates a fundamental 
misunderstanding for participants as to the aim of the IP. While the programme organisers should 
obviously strive to make the Action Project element of the trip as engaging as possible for 
participants, there may be a requirement for giving increased attention to the participants’ 
understanding of the objectives and rationale for the trip. 

 
This could be incorporated in increased focus on pre-departure elements of the IP, which is 
specifically referred to in six comments. These comments refer to wanting more clarity around what 
the trip will entail, providing more group bonding opportunities before going away and providing 
more DE sessions to fully educate participants about the culture and everyday problems faced by 
their hosts. These appear to be valuable suggestions, and the IP organisers should strive to make the 
pre-departure elements of the programme as thorough and engaging as possible. 

 
4 participants specifically stated that they would like the IP trip to be longer in order to provide more 
opportunities for engagement. This may be difficult to accommodate due to clashes with school 
holidays and the extra resources that would be required. Alternatively, three participants made 
suggestions for improving the use of time on the trip itself, such as including more activities in the 
evenings, spending less time in the hostel, and replacing the visit to the Bishop’s house, “as I feel he 
isn’t a fair representative of religious people in Uganda”. 

 
Finally, three participants said they had no suggestions, and one suggested involving local Ugandans 
in the trip more, but provided no extra detail. However, the sentiment is important and Aidlink 
should continue to foster engagement from the hosts as much as possible, as they have largely done 
up to this point. 

 

4.3 Qualitative Data from IP Teachers and Leaders 

Four teachers from SJR and two from BC responded to the same qualitative survey described above. 
Due to the small sample sizes, both schools were analysed together except where results are 
specifically attributed to one school. 

 

4.3.1 High Moments/Positive Experiences 

There were six comments referring to positive experiences arising out of specific activities on the trip 
itself. Some were more general comments about visiting schools. However, others were more 
specific, referencing cultural exchange night at Kiwanuka School (SJR); visiting the elephant 
sanctuary (BC); and interacting with the principal at Kiwanuka and gaining an insight into the 
problems facing the Ugandan education system (SJR). 

 
4 comments referred to seeing the participants fully engage with the programme and their 
counterparts in Africa. Elements of the engagement, such as the willingness of all parties to make 
the most of the opportunity, and the respect and curiosity displayed, were specifically mentioned. 
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Three comments described the growth and learning of participants in getting to grips with the 
concepts of the programme, adapting to new surroundings and helping them understand the 
problems they encountered as particularly positive. 

 
Finally, several comments referred to various other positively experienced aspects of the 
programme, such as the bonding that occurred among the groups of participants; the happiness 
surrounding the whole trip; the good advice and soothing of fears prior to the trip; and religious 
aspects of the trip, such as following in the footsteps of the Spiritans and experiencing the olfectory 
procession at mass. 

 
While the IP is not designed to cater for the teachers/leaders who accompany participants, these 
comments display the potential for getting them positively involved in the trip, e.g. through helping 
the participants think through the issues that are being engaged with. They also give an insight into 
what elements of the trip worked well and also how much they felt the participants benefited. 

 

4.3.2 Challenges/Concerns 

The personal experiences of the teachers on the IPs were the most commonly referenced 
challenge/concern. Like with the participants, several referred to feelings of guilt and despair at 
witnessing poverty and inequality. Another stated that they felt a bit redundant on the trip at times 
but also qualified this with “I understand we’re not the ones with local experience”. Finally, 1 leader 
found it tough to understand the charity sector and explain it to others. 

 
Four of the stated concerns/challenges for the teachers referred to specific practical/logistical issues 
on the trip itself. For BC, these included some ill health on the trip and the long queues in Nairobi 
airport. For SJR, it was the fact that travelling at Easter increased the amount of religion that was 
brought into the programme.  

 
Another four comments referred to pre-departure aspects of the programme, such as fundraising, 
and how it placed huge time constraints on parents and teachers. There was a stated desire for 
more engagement with teachers prior to the trip and a more streamlined pre-departure experience. 
There was also a suggestion that some elements of the IP were not fully understood prior to the trip. 

 
The post-return phase was referred to three times as a challenge/concern. Specifically, concern was 
expressed regarding the need to meet with students very soon after their return. Specific challenges 
were highlighted, such as developing and sustaining meaningful contact with the host school, and 
“measuring the impact and how we should continue doing this into the future. I don’t want to allow 
it to pass, and feel we haven’t done a lot with the group”. 

 
Finally, three comments addressed the Action Project element of the trip, expressing concerns about 
the need to fully show where cash donations are going, and that the action project wasn’t exactly 
what was expected and that the students may have thought it would be more practical. 
 
These comments provide some very useful practical advice which should be taken into account and 
addressed in future IPs where possible. For example, concerns around miscommunication regarding 
the action projects or more streamlined pre-departure programmes should be relatively easy for IP 
organisers to address and could considerably improve how participants and teachers’ expectations 
are managed. There is also a strong apparent desire to capture all of the benefits of the IP and 
maintain engagement – this is a hugely positive sign and opens the door for continued engagement 
with participants. 
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4.3.3 Participating on the IP again 

There were five responses to this (four from SJR, one from BC) and all were in the affirmative. There 
were no additional comments highlighting why they felt this. 

  

4.3.4 Suggestions for Doing Things Differently 

The following comments were made for what the teachers/leaders thought should be done 
differently: 

 
● Increase the input of parents into the IP. 
● Only run the programme every 2-3 years in SJR due to the strain it puts on resources in the 

community. 
● Give teachers more specific jobs and keep them more updated with decisions. 
● Provide more opportunities for sports/entertainment. 
● Place more emphasis on the financial costs of the trip when recruiting participants. 
● Longer stays in fewer places. 
● Prepare art/music better prior to departure. 

 
Several of these suggestions are potentially very valuable and should be used to inform future IPs in 
these and other schools. 

 

4.4 Feedback from In-Country Hosts and Partner Organisations 

As part of its drive to include the voices of African host and partner organisations in the 
development of the IP, Aidlink also formally sought their feedback upon completion of the IPs. 
Similar to the participants and teachers/leaders, a qualitative survey was issued, asking them to 
provide feedback in relation to four areas: 

 
● Outline three high moments/positive experiences of the IP. 
● Outline three challenges or concerns you have in relation to the IP. 
● Can you identify the value/advantages of hosting and participating in the IP? 
● Can you identify the disadvantages of hosting and participating in the IP? 
● Do you think we should participate together on the IP again? YES / NO 
● Do you have any suggestions on what we should do differently? Please outline them. 

 
Feedback is listed below, individually from each partner organisation, and collectively from the 
teachers and students who responded. 
 

4.4.1 Girl Child Network (GCN), Aidlink partner in Kenya 

GCN’s high moments focussed on the interaction and learning of the students. They referenced the 
shared learning between the Kenyan and BC students, how this would stay with them and inform 
future decisions, and how the students bonded during the activities such as debating and football. 
They also referred to the positive experiences of the boys questioning Western media portrayals of 
Kenya during the visit to the embassy. These are extremely encouraging results from the trip. 
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They highlighted just one challenge/concern – the limited time in relation to planned activities. In 
future they suggested reducing the number of activities to give more time to each. This is a very 
valid suggestion, particularly given the shorter than usual nature of the BC trip. 

 
The three advantages of participating in the IP, according to GCN are: the passion it creates among 
Kenyan students to work hard and transition to secondary schools; the learning that comes from 
Kenyan students interacting with foreign people with different ideas; the highlighting of the need to 
join school early, as many students at the same educational level as their Irish peers are considerably 
older due to starting school later. 

 
GCN agreed that they would like to participate in the IP again. 

 
For changes that could be made to the programme, they suggested that GCN could take on logistical 
duties, such as coordinating accommodation and transport. They also suggested involving both boys 
and girls in their IP. Finally, they suggested going through school authorities to keep the boys from 
BC and Sultan Hamud School in contact, in order to continue learning from each other. 

 

4.4.2 Caritas MADDO, Aidlink Partner in Uganda 

Two of the positive experiences cited by Caritas MADDO were activities scheduled in the IP – the 
Walk for Water event involving three schools, and the sports events. The other involved the level of 
interaction between the locals and the Irish participants, that resulted in a spontaneous cultural 
dance erupting. 

 
Caritas MADDO also highlighted the following challenges/concerns: 

 

 The time allocated for the IP trip is too short, and therefore students might not have as deep 
or meaningful an experience as they could. 

 The children were not able to interact fully with locals, e.g. in their homes, to give them a 
better appreciation of local context. 

 The Irish teachers should prepare lessons in subjects taught at the host school to facilitate 
knowledge sharing and give local students a chance to experience how classes in Irish 
schools differ from theirs. 

 
Caritas MADDO identified the learning from hosting and participating in the IP as very valuable. 
Specifically, they highlighted the way Aidlink plans for the programme, with its use of time, attention 
to detail and use of resources in the host country. They also highlighted the learning that accrues 
from participants reflecting on their experience and involving their parents in the programme. Other 
elements that they described as valuable were the opportunities to show development in action and 
to create a potential source of future partners who are engaged with the work of Caritas MADDO. 

 
One disadvantage was highlighted – the potential health and safety concerns of such a trip. 
However, they state that Aidlink is well aware of these concerns and much time is devoted to 
planning with the partner organisations, schools, drivers, and guest houses. Their sole suggestion for 
changing the IP is to give these issues still more consideration. 

 
They also indicated a willingness to participate in the IP again. 
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4.4.3 Voluntary Action for Development (VAD), Aidlink Partner in Uganda 

VAD highlighted three positive experiences from the IP: 

 
● The opportunity to show off the work of VAD and Aidlink, so that it becomes more widely 

known and more people can witness and understand how they work at the grassroots level. 
This could help with accountability and fundraising. 

● The preparation involved in the IP was very well done – students were well selected, 
showing high levels of confidence, composure and maturity, and communications prior to 
the trip were very clear, enabling VAD to prepare well for the participants’ arrival. 

● The potential for the Irish participants to learn about Uganda as a country in a cultural, 
social, political and economic context. 

 
Challenges/concerns surrounded time (it was too short and this may have limited the learning); 
feedback (there was no formal and immediate form of feedback for students to share their learning); 
and continued engagement (they suggested subsequent follow-up visits for participants so that they 
could get to know more interventions and witness changes). 

 
The value of hosting/participating in the IP for VAD included the learning and experience they gained 
in handling the IPs. They also saw value in the promotion of VAD’s work, giving it more visibility and 
making it more widely known. They indicated a strong willingness to host the IP again and also host 
participants from VAD’s other partners/projects. 

 
They stated that the question about disadvantages was not applicable as there were none, and 
indicated a strong desire to participate again, writing “definitely yes, this has to be continued”. 

 
Finally, they made 3 main suggestions for doing things differently. The first was for more time to be 
allocated to the IP trip. The second was for more focus to be placed on sharing the learning from the 
trip. For example, they suggested having alumni/ambassadors to promote the work of Aidlink in 
schools and higher institutions, and also organising a cultural event between VAD and Aidlink for 
learning and sharing knowledge about respective cultures. Third they made suggestions for 
continued engagement in the programme. One was to have participants return on subsequent visits 
to witness changes occurring over time. The other was to bring younger participants so that they 
have a chance to accrue the knowledge and experience of the IP at an earlier stage in their 
development. 

4.4.4 Teachers from Archbishop Kiwanuka School, Uganda 

Four teachers from Archbishop Kiwanuka responded to the qualitative survey. They highlighted 
features of interaction between the Irish visitors and the Ugandan hosts most often as high 
moments/positive experiences of the IP (five times). These included sharing classrooms with 
students form another continent; sharing culture through music, dance and language; and 
interacting with teachers from a different school environment. Activities such as football, netball and 
the cultural exchange gala were also mentioned five times. Further, features of the Irish visitors 
were mentioned twice, namely their good concentration in class and the teachers’ good knowledge 
of the Irish curriculum. Finally, the idea that the IP created great future expectations for the 
community was also mentioned once. 
 
Three types of challenges/concerns were raised. The first could be broadly grouped as 
‘practicalities’, appearing four times in the responses. These included challenges with timetabling 
and time management for lessons; the inability of the local learners to concentrate (presumably due 



Page |  39 

to the disruption and distraction of the Irish visitors); and difficulties with the language of exchange. 
The limited resources and facilities available to the hosts in terms of classroom space (classes were 
highlighted as very congested) and bathrooms were mentioned three times. Finally, the limited time 
for interaction was also mentioned three times. Teachers felt the students had limited chances to 
interact outside of the classroom and that the trip was too short. 
 
When asked about the advantages of the IP for their students in Ghana, the host teachers were very 
positive. They highlighted the new experiences for their students three times. For example, they 
cited their students interacting with people from a different culture and continent, many for the first 
time. They also highlighted the associated learning three times. The IP was seen as a chance for 
students to diversify their knowledge, assimilate new ideas and learn for a change of behaviour, 
rather than just to pass exams. Finally, increased ability to interact and accommodate differences 
was mentioned twice, and material gain, in terms of getting new musical instruments, was 
mentioned once. 
 
All four teachers expressed a desire to participate in the IP again. However, they also made several 
suggestions for doing the programme differently: 
 

 Two comments suggested that the IP required more time, to increase the amount of 
interaction and to make the visitors feel more at home and less like they were on a ‘business 
tour’. 

 One teacher requested that a wider variety of activities be included in the programme, such 
as volleyball and debating. 

 One teacher also suggested no changes should be made. 
 

4.4.5 Students from Archbishop Kiwanuka School, Uganda 

The last group of stakeholders from whom feedback was sought was the students of the host 
schools. 27 students from six different classes in Archbishop Kiwanuka provided feedback. The 
feedback was collaborative and done by class group, meaning six feedback forms were returned. The 
results were as follows. 
 
Features of the interactions with visiting Irish students were seen as the most common high 
moment/positive experience, being brought up eleven times. In particular, students referred to the 
Irish accent, and the visitors being friendly, open and answering all questions asked of them. They 
also highlighted enjoying socialising and taking photos with their visitors, and getting to know them. 
Their learning was mentioned next most frequently (five times), including learning about Ireland and 
its history, learning a new accent and learning to play traditional Irish musical instruments. Also 
mentioned were the entertainment and adventure of the IP (three times), in terms of playing music 
and engaging with the Walk for Water, and the impact of the programme, in terms giving hope to 
the community who struggled with access to water (once). 
 
Alternatively, students also highlighted features of interacting and communicating with the visitors 
eight times expressing their challenges/concerns. In particular, they highlighted difficulties 
understanding the Irish accent; the occasional shyness of the Irish students, potentially linked to the 
limited time they had to settle in; and the fact that some Irish students refused gifts offered to them. 
The Archbishop Kiwanuka students also highlighted the limited time available during the IP as a 
challenge five times. Local issues, such as poor road and water infrastructure were mentioned four 
times. Finally, two conflicting challenges related to the influx of Irish students were mentioned, with 
one group stating that their arrival contributed to the distractions of overcrowded classrooms and 
another group stating that there were too few Irish students. 
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The new learning for students was by far their most mentioned advantage of participating in the IP 
(13 times). Many highlighted the fact they there was little difference between white and black 
people, when they might have thought there were prior to the programme. They also reported 
learning a new accent and improving their communication through English; learning new songs; 
learning to communicate with more people in their community; and to help other people who are in 
need, e.g. those who have limited access to water. Beyond that, students highlighted practical 
benefits, such as increased punctuality and access to new clothes and friends twice, and the 
promotion of unity and development was also mentioned once. 
 
All six groups enthusiastically declared that they would like to participate in the IP again, leaving 
accompanying comments such as “definitely” and “absolutely”. They also suggested that future 
versions of the programme should provide more opportunities for the students to interact (seven 
times), e.g. through sharing meals, studying together, having more discussions, and learning to 
understand each other’s actions better. Six comments also related to cooperating on new action 
projects, such as improving sanitation, planting trees, creating a documentary, researching the 
problems faced by the community; and educating the local community about the dangers of 
unboiled water. Four comments discussed expanding the scope of the IP, e.g. to make it a month 
long, facilitate more visitors, and to include a reciprocal trip. Finally, 3 comments specifically asked 
for feedback from the Irish students to be provided to the Ugandan students. 
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5. Alternative Options for Future IP Evaluations 

5.1 Dissatisfaction with the WWGS SAT 

From interviews with Aidlink staff, it has been possible to determine dissatisfaction with the 
administration of the WWGS SAT during the pilot phase in 2016. There were four main areas of 
concern as follows: 

 
i. Time:     
Concern was expressed that 2-3 weeks is simply not enough time for the benefits of the IP to 
become ingrained in participants’ conscious, and for them to be able to reflect and express these 
benefits in any meaningful way. This was particularly related to the dimension of Actions, as 2-3 
weeks was thought to be insufficient time for participants to organise/take part in a number of social 
justice events. This assumes that the teenage participants would have the agency and the resources 
to do this in the first place, which may vary across participants. 

 
ii. Design:     
There were suggestions that the design/layout of the WWGS SAT was confusing for participants. In 
particular, having the wheel prominently displayed in the middle of the page but only using it at the 
very end of the evaluation was seen as distracting for participants when they were trying to self-
evaluate the four dimensions around the outside of the page. 

 
iii. Consistency of delivery:  
Some contextual differences when conducting the WWGS SAT evaluation procedure were inevitable 
due to the tool being delivered in different schools and contexts. This eliminated the possibility of 
100% consistency and fidelity in delivering the tool, and is an accepted element of all research. 
However, fidelity and consistency of delivery were further negatively impacted during the pilot due 
to the different levels of preparation and focus in different schools. For example, much less 
attention was paid to formal evaluation of the IP among SMC participants, as the IP is seen as well-
established in that setting. This means the delivery of the WWGS SAT was delayed, or simply not 
delivered at all in that context. 

 
iv.  Content of the tool: 
Complaints were made that some of the concepts measured in the tool are very abstract and 
inaccessible for some teenagers. In particular, it was highlighted that participants often don’t 
understand concepts such as ‘solidarity’ – even on occasions when they know the definition, they 
may not necessarily know what it means in the real world. There were different facilitators of the 
WWGS SAT in each school, with different levels of knowledge about, and ability to explain the 
concepts, causing confusion in some contexts and further undermining fidelity and consistency when 
delivering the tool. 

 
Despite these concerns, participants on the IP in 2016 were well able to complete the tool and 
familiarised themselves with how it works relatively quickly. The concerns were mainly about the 
suitability of the tool when such limited resources are available for its delivery, and about the 
validity and reliability of the information obtained. This is further complicated by the Irish Aid 
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changing definitions of DE and Public Engagement – the WWGS SAT is currently seen as a DE tool, 
and if the IP is seen as a Public Engagement exercise, the tool may not be valid. 
 
As a result, Aidlink currently sees the qualitative part of the evaluation procedure as much more 
insightful and useful. They highlighted that they would like a tool that is simpler to deliver and 
potentially based on facts, in order to avoid validity concerns and issues with subjective reporting. 
The following sections analyse the feasibility of such a tool by reviewing some of the literature 
around evaluating DE programmes, and providing several options should Aidlink wish to adapt the 
WWGS SAT or adopt a new evaluation tool.  

 

5.2 Evaluation Theory 

IDEA (2011) identified several trends emerging from the literature on evaluation of DE. The first is 
that DE clearly operates in an educational context. This means that measuring it in a development 
context, using tools such as logical frameworks or results frameworks, may not be appropriate. As 
such, measurement of impact and success should stay in an educational sphere, with dedicated tools 
and resources. The second trend identified is that evaluations of DE should also seek to measure the 
quality of the programme, and in doing so distinguish between process and impact evaluation. They 
can then help to prove and improve the quality of the programme, and move the focus away from 
donor-driven quantitative measures. However, there is a significant issue with this trend – namely 
that it is not clearly distinguished in the literature what qualifies as high quality DE.  

 
Therefore, even though monitoring and evaluation of DE programme can be conducted in a number 
of different ways depending on the inputs, processes and desired outcomes of the programme 
(UNSECO, 2015), it is important that the evaluation focusses on the learning outcomes and the 
delivery process of the IP. Given the practical limitations on long-term tracking and measuring of 
outcomes, smaller programmes with limited resources, such as this one, can focus on initial or 
intermediate learning outcomes rather than long-term ones that are generally much bigger and 
harder to measure (IDEA, 2011). For each outcome, criteria for progress should be defined and 
indicators found to measure this progress. These indicators would ideally be at the outcome level. 
However, this is not always possible and sometimes output data may have to be used. 

 
It is important for organisations to measure initial and intermediate outcomes as best as possible, 
and then relate these to the long-term goals of the programme (DEA, 2001). Smaller projects, such 
as Aidlink’s IP, can seek to identify and measure relationships between different elements of DE, 
such as skills development, interpersonal development, and purposeful actions (UNESCO, 2015). 
Commonly used tools and methods in the field include before and after measures; summative 
evaluation forms; narrative inquiry; continuums and scales; ipsative assessments; materials 
produced during the project; reflective journals; observation of participants; and focus groups or 
interviews (IDEA, 2011).  

 
When selecting what tools and methods to use, and what areas to assess, it is very important to bear 
in mind what stage of development the DE project is at (DEA, 2001). For example, Aidlink’s IP 
partnership with SMC appears to be at a mature stage with a set structure. Therefore, the evaluation 
should focus more on impact questions than requesting feedback on how the programme could be 
done differently. Also, it appears that before and after measures would be quite well suited to the 
context in which Aidlink’s IP takes place, due to the formal educational nature of working with 
schools and their ‘captive audience’ of students (DEA, 2001). 

 
Having established the desired outcomes for the IP in the logic model presented on pg. 26, it is 
important to select the appropriate indicators to measure progress on each outcome. Ideally, these 
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indicators would be closely aligned with Irish Aid’s (2006a) conceptualisation of the four key 
components of DE: knowledge, ideas and understanding; attitudes and values; skills and capabilities; 
and behaviour, experiences and actions. The selection of indicators is a key stage of the evaluation 
cycle, as presented in figure 3.  

 

 
Figure 3. The Evaluation Cycle (from IDEA, 2015; p. 2) 

Formerly, typical indicators of DE included crude measures, such as support for aid or debt 
cancellation, which are not consistent with the educationalist learning perspective (Scheunpflug & 
McDonnell, 2008). For example, DE aims to increase competencies in critical analysis. This may lead 
to people critiquing aid and focussing on other methods of promoting development. Accordingly, 
overall support for aid may fall without reflecting changes in people’s knowledge or skills related to 
development. Therefore, indicators must be more nuanced and related to the learning outcomes of 
the DE programme. Selecting the appropriate indicators, and then employing the correct tools and 
resources to assess them will be of critical importance for Aidlink’s IP evaluation efforts going 
forward. 

 
However, before making suggestions for possible ways to go about this, a note of caution on 
evaluating DE projects. Van Ongevalle (2013) highlights that measuring outcomes from DE 
programmes or global education is extremely complex due to a multitude of factors, such as prior 
knowledge, behaviour, personality traits, context, etc., which may confound expected outcomes and 
are probably not related in any meaningful way. This makes it almost impossible to predict how 
small DE programmes will translate (and by what degree) into long-term outcomes, particularly at a 
population level. It also means evaluating DE programmes is a highly contested area, with little 
indication of best practice provided in the literature. Further, the variety of evaluation practices and 
purposes, each with their own assumptions and techniques (UNESCO, 2015), makes both attribution 
of causality and comparison across programmes extremely difficult. 
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4.3 Evaluation Options for Aidlink’s IP 

It is important that, based on the rationale and theoretical grounding of the IP formed in earlier 
sections, Aidlink seeks methods to measure the outcomes of the IP as accurately as possible and 
make sure that the IP process is implemented in the best possible way. This section sets out four 
possible options based on the information stated above and the limited resources available to 
Aidlink for evaluation. 

 
However, two potential options can be immediately ruled out due to the high levels of difficulty and 
resource requirements involved. Firstly, when considering the option of developing your own 
custom tool for evaluation, the following quote highlights what an arduous and difficult task it is: 

 
“Developing new instruments is a time-consuming task. In summary, our 
advice is: don’t develop your own instrument – unless you have to. Whenever 
possible, consider using or building upon existing instruments. If you must 
develop a new instrument, be prepared for much hard work over a period of 
years” (Fayers & Machin, 2007: p.75; cited in Michalos, Creech, McDonald, & 
Kahlke, 2009: p. 2). 

 
Developing and testing a custom tool would require a huge amount of dedicated resources and time, 
going through multiple stages of design, piloting, feedback and re-design. While the end result could 
be a bespoke and context-specific tool, there is no guarantee that it would be more valid and 
reliable than other tools, and it would take yet more time to establish an evidence base to assess 
this. Hence, developing a custom tool will not be recommended in this report. 
 
Second, is the potential for a longitudinal study to track the development of former participants over 
time, giving a better idea of the short-, medium, and long-term impact of the programme. Interviews 
with Aidlink staff members revealed that there is a concern among IP stakeholders that this would 
be the only way to truly evaluate the full benefits of the programme. Despite the debatable validity 
of this concern, an evaluation of this sort would require a huge amount of resources over an 
extended period of time. Such resources may not currently be available to Aidlink, making a 
longitudinal study an unrealistic prospect at this particular moment in time. 
 
The remainder of this section considers four potentially more plausible evaluation options. 
 
Option 1 – Dynamic adaptation of the WWGS SAT 
The version of the WWGS SAT used by Aidlink in their 2016 pilot evaluation of the IP was already 
adapted slightly from the exemplar provided by WWGS (n.d.). For example, it asked about 
knowledge of the specific IP country; it included some different skills, such as dealing with 
difference; it included equality and solidarity in the Values and Attitudes component; and it included 
more Actions, such as thinking about your own actions and their impact on others. Despite these 
adaptations, there were still many concerns about the layout and content of the WWGS SAT used. 
Therefore, 1 option for addressing these concerns is to further adapt the tool to make sure it suits 
the needs of all stakeholders and is fit for purpose.  

 
There are some disadvantages to this option. Adapting evaluation tools is traditionally frowned upon 
due to the potential for undermining the tool’s fidelity and validity. Also, if the tool is adapted it too 
much, it may preclude any comparison with the data from 2016, as it may not be providing the same 
information. 

 
However, the evidence base underpinning the validity and reliability of the WWGS SAT is limited, 
nullifying concerns over fidelity and validity some extent. Further, the key elements of implementing 
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any programme or tool are: delivering components in the right order, complying with the specified 
procedures; and faithfully replicating all elements of the programme/tool (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). 
These key elements do not have to be set aside when adapting the tool. Finally, all the options 
presented below also require adaptation of tools to various extents, making it a necessary, if 
somewhat undesirable, part of the evaluation process. 
 
Therefore, Aidlink could contact the appropriate representative in WWGS (contact details provided 
at http://www.worldwiseschools.ie/what-we-offer/) and work with them to adapt the tool. Potential 
changes include altering the layout of the tool, so that the wheel is not so prominent or appears on a 
separate page; developing standardised procedures for defining, explaining and working through 
concepts that students find difficult; and removing some of the more abstract questions and 
replacing them with simpler ones that are grounded in reality. 

 
If this option is taken, it will be important to ensure that none of the ‘core concepts’ of the tool (as 
identified by the original developers) are removed or changed in any significant way (Blasé & Fixsen, 
2013). This method could provide a suitable blend of adaptation and fidelity to make a dynamic and 
positive contribution to future delivery of the WWGS SAT. It also has the added advantages of not 
being hugely demanding on resources and it has already been established that students are able to 
successfully complete the WWGS SAT. 

 
Overall, this option should be considered viable and may help to significantly improve the efficacy of 
the WWGS SAT. 

 
Option 2 – Adopting a different quantitative evaluation tool 
If Aidlink decides to scrap the use of the WWGS SAT tool, an alternative option would be to find a 
more effective and insightful alternative tool. In order for this option to be viable there are several 
important things to consider: 

 
● The tool must be suitable, in terms of content, complexity, etc., for use with participants 

aged 15-17 and in a school setting. 
● The tool must measure the four key components of DE programmes, as set out in Irish Aid 

(2006a): knowledge, ideas and understanding; attitudes and values; skills and capabilities; 
and behaviour, experiences and actions. 

● The tool must be free to use and not require any intensive or specialised training in order to 
deliver it and assess the results. 

● It should have potential for repeated delivery at a later date, for comparison within groups, 
between groups, and longer term follow up studies. 

 
A brief search of the literature has provided the following two examples of tools that are currently 
being used. 
 
First, The Dutch National Committee for International Cooperation and Sustainable Development 
(NCDO) has developed a ‘Public Support Pentagram’ to measure public support for, and 
commitment to, the goals of international cooperation in Holland (Scheunpflug & McDonnell, 2008). 
It is somewhat similar to the WWGS SAT, but has five axes measuring political support, knowledge, 
opinion, participation, and development civil society (see figure 4). 

 

http://www.worldwiseschools.ie/what-we-offer/
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Figure 4. The Public Support Pentagram (from Scheunpflug & McDonnell, 2008; p. 28) 

 
Scores for each axis are calculated using a combination of three indicators purporting specifically to 
that concept. These indicators utilise independent quantitative data. For example, for participation, 
the three indicators are: 

 
● Number of people involved in small-scale private activities. 
● Number of TV programmes in field of international development. 
● Market share of products from the fair trade sector. 

 
Baseline measurements are taken from these indicators at a certain point in time and can then be 
measured again year on year. 

 
However, in its current state, the tool has several flaws that mean it may not be immediately 
appropriate for evaluating the IP. Firstly, while it measures knowledge, attitudes and behaviours in 
some form, it does not measure the concept of skills on any of the axes. Also, the pentagram uses 
societal rather than individual level data. The above two points are disadvantageous as they mean it 
would require the tool to be significantly altered and adapted for measuring the impact of the 
Aidlink’s IP on all four DE components at the individual level. Finally, it is very difficult to find more 
information about the pentagram. The relevant paper cited in Scheunpflug and McDonnell (2008) is 
not easily available online, and obtaining more information may require making direct contact with 
the NCDO. 
 
Therefore, while the Public Support Pentagram is an interesting and relatively simple tool, it would 
require quite a lot of work to make it a viable option for evaluating the IP. 

 
A second possible resource on which to base an evaluation of the IP is the eight indicators for 
tracking progress towards SDG 4.7 on education for sustainable development/education for global 
citizenship suggested by Kehys, the platform for Finnish NGOs (Kehys, 2015). These indicators cover 
knowledge and skills, values and attitudes, global citizenship education, and life skills, with two 
indicators pertaining to each component (see figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Indicators for measuring progress towards SDG 4.7 (from Kehys, 2015; p.20) 

However, Kehys themselves recognise that these indicators are by no means exhaustive and that 
they are merely trying to start a conversation around standardised measurement of DE. This set of 
indicators has been critiqued as being too heavily weighted towards the formal sector; and being too 
heavily weighted towards the environment. For example, the environment is explicitly measured 
four times but the issue of cultural diversity is not mentioned at all (IDEA, 2015). 

 
Also, its suitability to measuring the IP is limited by similar factors as the Public Support Pentagram. 
Its indicators are designed to measure at the societal rather than the individual level. It covers the 
areas of knowledge, attitudes and skills, but fails to adequately cover behaviours and actions. It also 
lacks nuance and depth, and does not provide for a measurable overall score or a visual 
representation of scoring. For these reasons, again it would require significant adaptation and 
change to make it suitable for use in evaluating Aidlink’s IP. 

 
Therefore, with the caveat that time for searching was very limited and there are likely to be more 
suitable tools available, no holistic quantitative tool was found that is readily available and 
immediately suitable for measuring the impact of the IP on individual participants. Neither of the 
tools presented above address all four key components of DE, and both would require time, capacity 
and resources to make them fit for Aidlink’s purpose. It would be ambitious to take this on, but were 
it done correctly, it would increase the objectivity and accuracy of evaluating the IP, particularly as 
neither relies on self-report data. As such, this option may still be considered as somewhat viable. 

 

 

 

 



Page |  48 

Option 3 – The ‘Most Significant Change’ method 
An alternative method to the use of quantitative indicators and tools designed specifically to 
investigate elements of a programme, is the use of qualitative methods, such as the ‘Most Significant 
Change’ (MSC) method. MSC was created as a form participatory monitoring and evaluation, 
involving stakeholders at each level of an organisation (Davies & Dart, 2005). It makes no use of pre-
defined indicators, instead being designed to be flexible when there is some variation in both 
implementation and outcomes. 

 
The method essentially involves asking participants: “During the last (specify time period), in your 
opinion, what was the most significant change that took place for participants on the programme?” 
Participants can be encouraged to report both the change itself, and why they thought it was 
significant. Stories are then reviewed systematically at each level of an organisation’s structure. Each 
level/team reviews and discusses a selection of stories, deciding which is the most significant and 
explicitly defining the criteria for that choice. All of this information is then passed on to the next 
level. At the end of the process, you are left with a number of MSC stories, detailing important 
impacts of the programme, as well as a list of transparent criteria for why these stories were chosen. 

 
Van Ongevalle (2013) details the use the MSC method in two separate cases, with mixed success. 
This was due to the presence of a number of advantages and disadvantages for using the tool, as 
detailed below in table 8: 
 

Table 8. Advantages and disadvantages of using the MSC as an evaluation method 

Advantages Disadvantages 

● Unexpected changes can be 
identified 

● Method is simple and no 
professional skills are required to 
administer the questions or assess 
MSC data 

● MSCs can generate discussion about 
the goals of the programme and 
changes the organisation values 

● Analysing MSCs can increase 
capacity to analyse data and 
conceptualise programme impact 

● MSCs can be used to effectively 
triangulate quantitative data 

● The method is focussed on learning 
and educational outcomes 

● The question can be easily adapted 
to ask about the four key 
components of DE separately 

 Analysis of the stories is quite time 
consuming, requiring multiple rounds of 
analysis 

 Some stories are excluded, meaning stories 
selected at the end may not be 
representative of all participants’ feelings 

 Analysis is vulnerable to subjectivity, e.g. 
more negative stories are much more likely 
to be excluded 

 The MSC is an extremely flexible and 
opportunistic method of capturing data, 
therefore transporting it into a formal 
educational setting may alter its 
effectiveness 

 Limited usefulness when the number of 
stories is low 

 Limited evidence base of impact and 
causality 

 
The list of these advantages and disadvantages is somewhat lengthy, complicating decision-making 
around whether the MSC method may be suitable for use with participants in Aidlink’s IP. However, 
the method has been extremely popular due to its flexibility and apparent simplicity. It also would 
require minimal effort to adapt it to make sure that it addresses the four key components of DE. 
However, care must be taken and the method comes with a warning: “It is imperative that the 
technique’s apparent simplicity does not result in blind application of what is in fact a delicate, 
multi-faceted process of interpretive research” (Willets & Crawford, 2007). 
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Therefore, the use of a qualitative technique such as the MSC method, may be a viable option for 
Aidlink to evaluate its IP, particularly in the short term if efforts are ongoing to replace the WWGS 
SAT with a more ideal quantitative tool or set of indicators. 

 
Option 4 – Developing a custom suite of existing tools 
The final option presented here, although certainly not the final option in general, is for Aidlink to 
adopt a suite of tools to evaluate the IP. This should be considered an option for measuring the four 
DE components in a separate but comprehensive manner, something many other quantitative tools 
have struggled with. While this option may be time-consuming in terms of data collection and data 
analysis, it has the potential to assess impact in a way that is reliable, valid and generates significant 
insight and depth from responses. Table 9 below presents an example of a suite of three tools, which 
could be used to measure the impact of Aidlink’s IP on individual participants across all four 
components: 
 

Table 9. Example of a suite of evaluation tools 

Name of 
Tool/ 
Source 

Component 
Assessed     

Description 

RISC ‘How do 
we know it’s 
working?’ 
Toolkit 

Values & 
Attitudes 

Produced in collaboration with teachers across the EU and Ethiopia, 
the RISC toolkit seeks to measure a baseline and follow up of 
students’ values and attitudes in a rigorous and systematic, yet 
creative and engaging way. 

 
It contains a large number of individual tools, separated by the age 
they are appropriate for (3-19 years) and the concepts they assess, 
including diversity, social justice, equity, human rights, and 
globalisation and interdependence. It also provides case study 
examples, useful tips, resource ideas, and specific advice to make it 
as usable as possible. 

 
These tools have the added advantage that they are realistic in 
considering how change happens slowly and how students answer 
the questions in the tools. The toolkit is available for free online and 
requires no specialist training to administer. It has also been used 
successfully in Ireland by several IDEA members (IDEA, 2015). 

 
However, the RISC toolkit contains a huge amount of tools and 
resources so it will be important to choose ones that are 
appropriate and valid for this programme. 

 
For more information, see: RISC (2015) - http://toolkit.risc.org.uk/  

Manitoba 
Students’ 
Survey  

Knowledge, 
Ideas & 
Understanding; 
Attitudes & 
Values; 
Behaviour, 

This is a set of scales designed to measure the knowledge, 
behaviours and attitudes of adults and students with respect to 
sustainable development.  

 
The questions are based around ‘socio-cultural perspectives’ 
(human rights, peace and human security, gender equality, cultural 
diversity, health and governance); ‘environmental perspectives’ 

http://toolkit.risc.org.uk/
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Experiences 
and Actions 

(natural resources, climate change, rural development, sustainable 
urbanisation, and disaster prevention/mitigation); and ‘economic 
perspectives’ (poverty reduction, corporate responsibility and 
accountability, market economy). 

 
The survey contains three scales: 

 
1. 17 true/false questions on knowledge 
2. 15 agree/disagree questions on attitudes 
3. 15 true/false questions on behaviours. 

 
Questions contain a mix of negative and positive statements, 
providing a reliable, easy to understand and quick to complete 
survey. 

 
However, there are some disadvantages to this tool too – it is 
designed for use in Canada and it was also not originally designed 
as a before and after measures survey. Therefore, some adaptation 
may need to take place before the tool is suitable for use in Ireland. 

 
For more information, see: Michalos et al. (2009) - 
https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2009/measuring_knowledge_sd.pdf  

Civic 
Competence 
Composite 
Indicator 
CCCI-2  

 

Knowledge, 
Ideas & 
Understanding; 
Attitudes & 
Values; Skills & 
Capabilities 

This is a set of 15 scales designed to assess the civic competence of 
young people in Europe.  

 
These scales pertain to four domains: knowledge and skills for 
democracy (1 scale); citizenship values (2 scales); participatory 
attitudes (7 scales); and social justice (5 scales). While there is only 
one scale for knowledge and skills, this domain transcends the 
other three, and comprehensively measures the skills that are 
thought to be needed to be an active citizen. 

 
The scales aim to assess both the affective and cognitive 
dimensions of people’s knowledge, values, attitudes and skills, and 
each scale provides a range of statements asking participants to 
indicate how much they agree or disagree with each statement, or 
how much they feel a statement applies to them. These statements 
are designed so that school children aged approximately 14 can 
fully understand and answer them. 

 
However, again this is not a perfect instrument and may require 
significant adaptation before use with Aidlink’s IP. For example, 
applying 15 scales would be very time-consuming, and programme 
evaluators may consider only applying the single knowledge and 
skills for democracy scale. Also, the scales were designed to 
measure European values and competencies, not global or African 
ones. Finally, the scale was not designed for before- and after-
measures. All of these factors must be considered before applying 
these scales or the indicator set in full. 

 

https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2009/measuring_knowledge_sd.pdf
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For more information, see: Hoskins, Villalba & Saisana (2012) - 
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC6839
8/lbna25182enn.pdf  

 
The above three tools are in no way the definitive tools for collecting data on each particular 
component of DE. Instead, they are merely intended to show how it would be possible to utilise a 
number of different tools in order to make sure that each component is adequately addressed. 
Selecting and vetting the best tools and surveys would require detailed research and the 
establishment of a set of criteria, which could then be used for quality control purposes – a task 
which is beyond the scope of this report. 

 
All of the four options provided above are viable, depending on the amount of time and resources 
Aidlink is willing and able to dedicate to the process of creating an appropriate tool for the 
evaluation of the IP. It is clear the current version of the WWGS SAT that is being piloted in 2016 is 
unsatisfactory for a number of reasons. Addressing these reasons, and making sure that a high 
quality and valid evaluation tool is used in future, may be a key factor in sustaining long-term 
interest in the programme, as well as allowing Aidlink to prove the benefits of the programme, and 
improve it to make it more effective going forward. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC68398/lbna25182enn.pdf
http://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC68398/lbna25182enn.pdf
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6. Conclusions and Key Messages 

 
DE has the potential to be an extremely powerful tool for learning about, and engaging with, 
important global development issues, including social justice, human rights, gender equality, 
environmental sustainability and many more. It seeks to address four components of personal 
development, namely knowledge, ideas and understanding; attitudes and values; skills and 
capabilities; and behaviours, experiences and actions. In doing so, DE could potentially increase the 
competency and motivation of potential changemakers in a world that is becoming increasingly 
globalised and interdependent. 
 
IPs, where participants undertake short trips to another country in order to gain experience of what 
life is like there, provide one potential outlet for DE to have an impact on society. Through first hand 
experiences that are tangible and insightful, IP participants can potentially gain increased levels of 
knowledge, altered attitudes towards development issues, greater skills for global citizenship, and a 
burning desire to participate in movements that promote social justice across the globe. Particularly 
when targeted at young people, it is hoped that immersions, and DE in general, will be the beginning 
of a transformative process for individuals, leading to educative and social innovations that bring 
about positive change. 
 
Underpinned by theories of Hands-On Learning and Experiential Learning, Aidlink’s IP has sought to 
deliver this potential change to groups of schoolchildren in both Ireland and its African partner 
countries – Ghana, Kenya and Uganda. Beginning in 2004, with the first group ten students and two 
teachers from SMC travelling to Ghana, further trips have occurred on at least a biennial basis. At 
the end of 2016, there will have been 15 immersion trips of various kinds, involving 425 students 
from seven different schools, and including three reciprocal trips where students and teachers from 
Ghana travelled to Ireland. 
 
Accordingly, Aidlink’s IP is now at a mature enough stage where an archetypal model has been 
created. The pre-departure phase of this model involves the delivery of modules on development 
issues such as gender equality and water and sanitation, and preparatory sessions aimed at 
informing participants and managing their expectations. The IP trip itself lasts approximately two 
weeks and aims to incorporate one full week in school, as well as visits to Aidlink partner projects, 
visits to local cultural and historical sights, adequate time for travel, and some time to reflect on the 
experience of the trip. Finally, the post-return phase involves a feedback and debrief session. The 
rationale for this model, inputs, outputs and desired outcomes have all been formalised in this 
report in the form of a logic model. 
 
The time is now right to evaluate the impact the IP has on participants. While resources are limited 
and the evaluation of concepts such as values, attitudes, ideas, and skills is notoriously difficult, 
Aidlink is determined to measure its IP’s impact as best as possible. As a result, 2016 has seen the 
implementation of a formal evaluation strategy. Whereas previously feedback was previously 
informal and no data was collected, in 2016, the WWGS SAT was used to provide a ‘before and after’ 
quantitative measure of participants’ development across the four key components of DE. This was 
accompanied by a qualitative feedback survey seeking to gain insight into what participants enjoyed, 
what they found challenging, and how they would do the IP differently. Other stakeholders, 
including teachers from Irish IP schools, teachers and students from host countries, and Aidlink 
partners in host countries were issued with a similar survey but not the WWGS SAT. 
 
At the time of writing this report, data had been collected from two of the four immersion trips 
undertaken in 2016. As such, it was prudent to undertake only an initial evaluation of the IP, and a 



Page |  53 

further, more detailed evaluation will be required at a later date. However, many of the findings 
were extremely interesting, with some of the highlights being: 
 

 Scores from the WWGS SAT indicated a sizable increase in participants’ self-ratings across all 
four components of DE. Particularly impressive was the 33% average increase in knowledge 
and the extremely high levels of positive values and attitudes. 

 The category of actions was perhaps the most disappointing result. Despite increasing 14% 
on average, the baseline absolute score across the group was much lower than the other 
components, and it failed to converge on them. This was perhaps due to the fact that 
participants had only 2-3 weeks between returning from the trip and undertaking the 
evaluation, meaning they lacked the time and the agency to undertake any meaningful 
actions for development. 

 There were no major differences between males and females and between different 
schools, indicating the replicability of the model in producing the same impact on 
participants across different contexts. However, this may have been affected by 
methodological limitations, such as small sample sizes, and differences may emerge with 
time as more data is collected. 

 The qualitative feedback was generally extremely positive, with participants reporting high 
moments/positive experiences which appeared to leave a lasting impression and saw them 
engaging with issues of poverty, inequality, and negative stereotypes, among others. 

 Many participants also described a desire to do more to help the communities they were 
visiting, for example by undertaking more practical action projects. While this desire is 
undoubtedly based on good intentions, undertaking these projects may not be appropriate 
given the skills of the participants, and expectations must be managed in this regard. 

 Feedback from stakeholders in host countries indicated the mutually beneficial learning for 
students and teachers alike, and the positive experiences generated from engaging 
meaningfully with people of different cultures, values and beliefs. 

 There was a general desire across all stakeholders for more time and longer stays on the IP. 
While this may not be feasible due to resource constraints, it is a positive endorsement of 
Aidlink’s IP. 

 
From interviews with Aidlink staff and the results of much of the qualitative feedback, it also appears 
that Aidlink adheres to much of the best practice advice provided in the literature. For example, 
strong emphasis is placed on the health and safety of all participants and stakeholders; input is 
sought and valued from all stakeholders, including partner organisations, schools and students in the 
host countries; trusted and well-informed facilitators are utilised in host countries to gain buy-in 
from the local communities and ensure they are respected; and disruptions to everyday life in the 
host countries are minimised in order to make the immersion as real and engaging as possible. 
 
The picture presented above is overwhelmingly positive. However, Aidlink’s IP and the pilot 
evaluation phase are by no means perfect. The feedback has provided numerous suggestions from 
stakeholders for how they would improve the programme. Also, the use of the WWGS SAT has not 
been entirely satisfactory as issues have been raised with the tool’s content, its design, the 
consistency with which it is delivered, and the timeframe in which it is delivered post-return. Finally, 
based on the interviews undertaken for this report and the feedback analysis as part of the 
evaluation, it is possible to identify several areas where Aidlink could improve the process of 
delivering the IP, and this could potentially lead to the programme being more effective and having 
greater impact. All of these factors feed in to the recommendations provided below. 
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Recommendations: 
 

6. Increased focus on reflection – while Aidlink does incorporate some dedicated reflection 
sessions into the IP, the literature indicates that critical reflection is a key part of any IP and 
that nearly as much importance should be placed on reflection as on the immersion trip 
itself. Increasing the focus on reflection will help to maximise potential gains from the 
programme by capitalising on short-term emotional responses and gains in knowledge, 
attitudes and skills, and locking in the learning from the IP. 

 
7. Promoting continued engagement – several stakeholders mentioned the need to keep IP 

participants engaged with development issues over the medium- and long-term. Aidlink 
should strive to facilitate former IP participants in this. For example, Aidlink could organise 
follow-up opportunities and placements for former participants; provide information 
sessions to former participants on how to get involved in the development sector; or 
establish a network of IP alumni to share relevant ideas, contacts and opportunities. 

 
8. Continued focus on best practice – while Aidlink successfully adheres to much of the best 

practice advice provided in the literature, there are areas that require increased or 
continuing focus: 

 
o Effective and engaging ways to manage the expectations of participants should be 

sought, so that as many as possible understand and accept the purpose of the trip 
and the limitations of what they can do as part of it. 

o The IP should be designed to further minimise, as much as possible, the disruption 
caused to everyday lives and the strain on the resources of people and organisations 
in host countries. 

o In-country travel should be minimised, and the length of stays in one particular place 
should be maximised, in order to allow participants to settle as quickly as possible 
and engage over several days with hosts. 

 
9. Building the capacity of partner and host organisations – several of the in-country partner 

organisations who facilitated the IP identified the learning from hosting the IP as very 
valuable and expressed a desire to be more involved in the logistics and planning of the 
programme. Aidlink could look to build on this enthusiasm by allocating a growing amount 
of input and responsibility to partners in order to develop their capacity to host immersions 
and continue their learning over time. 

 
10. Addressing flaws in the evaluation process – This report provides four options for addressing 

some of the concerns with the WWGS SAT and improving the IP evaluation process. While 
none of the options are perfect, and each has its advantages and disadvantages, it will be 
important for Aidlink to make a feasible choice based on their resources and future plans for 
the IP. Once the decision has been made, it will also be important to establish a clear and 
suitable procedure and timeframe for collecting and analysing evaluation data. 

 
In conclusion, Aidlink’s IP model has been successfully established over the past 13 years. The model 
is based on established theories of learning and is delivered in accordance with much of the best 
practice advice provided in the literature. Initial evaluation findings are extremely positive, as 
participants have shown self-reported improvements in all four areas of personal development 
targeted by DE, and the qualitative feedback highlights the learning and beneficial experiences for 
participants from the IP. However, as with all programmes, there is room for improvement. The 
evaluation process, in particular, is at somewhat of a crossroads. The 2016 pilot evaluation phase 
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using the WWGS SAT in combination with qualitative surveys is nearly finished and there are 
significant flaws that must be addressed in future. The evaluation option that Aidlink chooses to 
move forward with will be extremely important in helping to determine the true impact of the IP as 
accurately as possible, and for providing input into the continual process of proving and improving 
the programme. 
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