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Choreographing Evaluation 
‘the un-report’ 

“Everyone knows the arts are invaluable, especially in this day and 
age. The question is how we show it.”  

(Poem of Long Table Discussion, Shane Solanki) 
  

Choreographing  Evaluation drew together youth arts providers, agencies, 
commissioners and researchers  to explore two things : how arts-based projects 
improve the lives of disadvantaged children and young people and the current 
challenges in measuring these changes effectively. The event, part of the ESRC’s 
Festival of Science, was designed with three key drivers at its centre:  

participation, creativity and the arts.  Moving away from traditional 

evaluation training events, academic conferences, keynotes, panel discussions and 
Q&A sessions – this event was interactive, performative and inclusive at its core. 

Participants  listened to speakers, watched films, observed photographs, 

wrote ideas, drew pictures, played games, sculpted, sang, walked around 

a mini-installation of dance methodology, debated at  a Long table discussion, 

witnessed the creation of a new artwork and attended a spoken word 

performance.  

A metaphor to capture the structure and spirit of the day was that of a three course 
banquet. This un-report has adopted that same format in an effort to capture the 
ambience from the day. The ‘Appetisers’ summarise the presentations, the ‘Main 
Course’ re-visits the Long Table Discussion, the ‘Dessert’ looks at the arts-based 
plenary and the ‘Digestifs’  is the analysis of barriers and possibilities in this sector 
which emerged from the plenary and recommendations on moving forward together. 

    ~  ~ ~ 



  
A Trio of Welcomes 
Prof. Georgie Parry-Crooke 

Natalie Jones 
 Mita Pujara 

Appetisers 
Dr Jonathan Barnes 
Carly Annable-Coop 

Holly Donagh 
Tim Joss 
Sue Mayo 

Dr Simon McMahon 
John Martin 

A Virtual Prof. Lois Weaver 

Main course 
The Long Table 

accompanied by visual note-taking chantillycream.co.uk 
& a side of observation from 

lastmangoinparis.net 

Desserts 
A trio of puddings 

Mita Pujara 
Gus Houssein 
Shane Solanki 

Digestifs 

‘Barriers and Solutions to Choreographing Evaluation’ 
Choreographing Future Moves 

           ~  ~ ~ 
A discretionary 12.5% of photographic evidence will be added to your bill. All 

photographs were provided by Gus Houssein and Stephen Blunt.  

http://chantillycream.co.uk


 A trio of welcomes 

 

 

 

     ~  ~ ~ 

Mita Pujara introduced the 
overview of the day 
emphasising its participatory, 
artistic and informal nature. 
Guests were invited to tweet, 
write, draw on post -its to share 
ideas, questions  and comments 
as the day progressed.

Natalie Jones gave a warm 
welcome, introducing the  
participants to ESRC. She 
spoke about the Festival of 
Social Science, encouraging 
all to apply to host there own 
events next year.

Georgie Parry-Crooke 
welcomed all the participants 
and presenters with the hope 
that this event would mark the 
beginning of many 
conversations between Project 
Oracle, arts providers, funders 
and policy makers. 



Appetisers! 

~Dance is the hidden language of the Soul~  
(Carly Annable-Coop, Director, Dance United Yorkshire) 

 Carly shared  the powerful film of ‘Seabreeze’ - a mental health and dance pilot project. Participants’ 
reflections on distance travelled and DUY’s emphasis on artistic quality and process were both strong 

messages. The evaluation report was presented which included their Theory of Change and research from 
the Institute of Psychiatry, University of London. Lastly, the audience was invited to walk into a small art 

installation of their dance methodology which was hung in the space.

~A musical welcome & the importance of individual change~  
 (Dr Jonathan Barnes, Senior Lecturer, Sidney de Haan Research Centre for Arts and Well-being)  

The morning began in a truly participatory style as Jonathan lead sixty attendees in  African song and 
movement. Excerpts of two films from his research showed the value of reading faces to help better 

understand cognitive processes in children. He also highlighted the importance of individual stories of 
change and difference in educational research.



~Perceptions of ‘evidence’~  
(Holly Donagh, Partnerships Director, A New Direction) 

Holly facilitated an engaging discussion on the disconnect in perceptions of evidence between providers, public 
funders and policy.  She raised critical questions around arts research with its advocacy positioning and asked whether 
it was time to (re-)search this paradigm. In small groups  they reflected on what they had learnt from recent projects 
and where they had encountered failure.  They discussed a  belief which was precious to their own organisation and 

how they might evidence it and describe it to ‘non-believers’? The groups had the option of scoring each other’s 
suggestion in the style of an ice-skating competition but in the spirit of arts  

activism there was general mutiny of this idea!

~Key Questions for the Arts~ 
(Tim Joss, Chief Executive, AESOP) 

Tim presented a lively talk which raised many ideas including the infantilisation of arts organisations and  the 
lack of evaluation of concerning artistic outcomes. He introduced AESOP 2- a framework originally developed 
at the Rayne Foundation, which looks at measuring artistic values in arts and health projects. He summarised 

this work as linking artistic quality to social impact and highlighted the need to co-create projects, their 
evaluation frameworks and theories of change as a collaboration with social partners.



     ~  ~ ~ 

~The importance of conversation~ 

(Sue Mayo, Convenor of MA in Applied Theatre, associate artist of Magic Me) 
Sue gave a strong presentation on the importance of reflexive conversations in evaluative 

methodologies with both partners and participants. She  illustrated this through photographs of 
three different arts-based projects which she evaluated, including one with the National Trust.



      ~  ~ ~ 

~Synthesis Study on Arts-based Interventions~ 

(Dr Simon McMahon, Research Fellow, Centre for Trust, Peace and Social Relations, Coventry 
University, Synthesis Studies Associate, Project Oracle)  

Simon presented key findings from the latest study on arts based interventions from Project Oracle. He 
emphasised how  arts based research methodologies may be relevant for other disciplines and wider 

social science research communities. 

~Getting to know you~ 

(John Martin. Artistic Director, Pan Intercultural Arts)  
John introduced the work of Pan bringing an international dimension to the day. He then 
led the group through a series of enjoyable drama based games which broke down any 
remaining formality between participants and prepared them to share, discuss, debate, 

raise questions and perform at the Long Table. 



Main Course! 

~The Long Table~ 

After a filmed introduction from creator Prof. Lois Weaver the whole group 
participated in a Long Table discussion. There was an etiquette with simple rules to 

follow. There was  no moderator, no summariser, no leader. Knowledge was gathered 
from anyone who wished to sit at the central table. People came stayed for a while 

spoke, drew comments and thoughts on the paper table cloth, returned to their seat in 
the audience for a while, came back to the table to speak. In many ways it was a 

choreography in itself. 
The discussion is (re-)presented here through the spoken word piece written about it 

and performed by poet Shane Solanki at the end of the day. 

  
The Long Table Discussion - visually minuted by Ariadne Radi Cor and Fede Ciotti 
(copyright chantillycream.co.uk). 

http://chantillycream.co.uk


   ~A poetic summary of ‘The Long Table’ Discussion ~ 
 (Written and performed by Shane Solanki, Last Mango in Paris) 

Its odd that though we recognise art as storytelling, we don’t recognise storytelling as 
a way of evaluation. Hopefully my presentation will prove otherwise.  

 
"The arts are marvellous!" 

"Why?"  
"Ooh... I couldn't put it into words." 

A conversation often heard.  
Today we heard many brilliant people 
speak and many had the same message.  

"The arts feed humanity. They are 
humanising in their impact." 

How can we prove that this? How can we 
couch it in terms of facts and figures?  

How do you measure that which cannot 
be measured? That was the question.  

Today you all tried to solve that, and I heard the same dialogue many times. 
One side said, "I don't know how to tick the boxes and play the game." 

The other replied, "You already have a precious skill set that is different.  Use those 
skills to evaluate!" 

One side said, "In order to map our own paradigm onto another, a new set of tools 
needs to be created." 

The other said, "I've been to so many meetings like this and nothing has changed the 
situation.” 

One said, "Filling out forms takes up 70% of my work day. Does anyone else feel like 
this?"  

Half the room raised their hands, and the guy sitting next to him said,  
"I feel your pain." 



Someone said, "I've repeated myself so many times, and now here I am saying the 
same bloody thing, except instead of being where I should be, I'm repeating myself in 

London - we started the conversation off about evaluation and it eventually swung 
round to funding!" 

Artists and facilitators, beholden to  the stipulation of the application and contract, 
enjoyed the long table which allowed them to engage, and increase eye contact. 

Round that unusual format, we heard a lot of brilliant ideas.  

Dialogue like this: 

"You're artists. It's your job to find out how to reach audiences beyond the public 
sector." 
"How?" 

"Well, you figure it out! You got the skills! After all, you're a storyteller!" 
"Yes, but will anyone pay attention to my way of saying things? After all, I'm not 

Jeremy Deller." 



Somebody said, "If all you're trying to do is get people to talk to each other, it's tricky 
if the focus is on making a product.” 

We're all so engaged with what were doing - be we funders, or artists - that we haven't 
got time to build other things into our practice.  

It seems as though collectively, we want to create the space to nurture empathy and 
reflection. Hmmm... Maybe we can invent an organisation to house this vision? We 

could call it Creative Partnerships. Or perhaps A New Direction… 

I think one of my fave bits of conversation was when someone said,  
"We'd have no problems talking to politicians about humanity and spirit if we were in 

France, but as this is England, we need to codify what we mean by couching it in 
terms of metaphor in art, or perhaps express it in 

contemporary dance." 

The brilliant Tim Joss, in explaining what sounds like a 
spaceship to me - Aesop 3 - told us that there's no simple 
theory of change - you can't pull a lever - and I'd like to 
add; especially not in a society where the role of leader 

is usually only prescribed to high achievers.  

Sometimes it's hard to measure what the impact of arts actually is, and what it isn't... 
But while we find out, I suggest we take punitive measures, like cutting drama GCSE 

and banning books from prisons.  
Everyone knows the arts are invaluable, especially in this day and age. The question is 

how we show it.    
My name is Shane. I'm a performance poet. You might ask how you'd like to evaluate. 

We've learnt a lot today. As John Martin said - time to go back to your organisation 
and try it with them. 

~ ~ ~ 



Desserts! 
    ~Arts Based Plenary~ 
  (Mita Pujara, Arts educator/ researcher, University of Cambridge) 

Mita led a creative final session which drew together the groups thoughts on the day. 
She read the introduction to “The Things Between Us” (Living Words). This an 

anthology of poems written by Dementia and Alzheimer sufferers which are being 
called ‘evidence’ by leading mental health specialists. 

. 

The  participants then reflected individually on current barriers to  producing 
satisfying evaluations in their organisations and imagined possible solutions to these. 

These were written on postcards and strung up in the space for all to see. The data 
from these have been summarised in the ‘Digestifs’ section which follows. 



~ ~ ~

Using lego, playdough, string, pegs, cards participants worked in small groups to create 
a visual metaphor which represented one aspect of the topic or the day. Web like  layered 
moving sculptures using all available materials (and their own bodies!) created images 

of complexity and connectedness. The day concluded with a beautiful slideshow of 
highlights by photographer Gursen Houssein and an  energetic, thought-provoking 

performance of the Long Table Discussion poem by Shane Solanki.



 
 

Digestifs! 
   ~Barriers to Choreographing Arts Evaluation~ 
         Ideas gathered from the remaining 30 participants at the Plenary 

 

 

          

“We as artists are too 
willing to evaluate in 
ways other bodies and 

people in power 
construct” 

Tools 
 Effective measures to 

create valuable quantitative 
evaluation. 

Turning to existing paradigms 
which don’t fit 

Challenges of isolating impact 
of arts in young people’s lives 

Public & Policy  
Public and political 

discourse is insufficient 
for discussion and 

learning 

       
     

      Skills 
Lack of knowledge of tools, methods 
Embarrassment (of asking audience) 

Artistic skills to present data in 
different ways  

Having clear outcomes to evaluate 
Lack of expertise to analyse the data 

Knowing what to measure? Will this be 
right?   

Its a confusing picture 
Lack of confidence in own skills and 

personal worth.
    

Energy 
Overwork Representation 

Lack of a universal 
language : understandable 
to the ‘outside world’ and 

acceptable to funders. 
Difficulty expressing and 

representing outcomes 
Defining parameters in a 

way that is accessible to all 
people who need to hear/

see them

        Funding  
Lack of funds for evaluation 

Obsession with public sector funding 
Creating a common understanding  

Competing requirements from different 
funders 

Restrictive evaluative criteria 
Constriction of report form 

Competitive Anxiety 
Costs and complexities of longitudinal 

studies in education and CYP 
Inability to track beyond the life of the 

project

  Time 
Juggling with facilitation & planning 

Not immediate priority 
To understand mathematical and technical 

requirements 
To find partners (the right evaluators) 

Triangulation from case workers 
Overstretching participants patience 

The need for quick evidence and data 
collection 

Time to ensure that the evaluation is as 
participant focused as the work itself 



~Possibilities for Choreographing Arts Evaluation~ 

 

 

 
 

‘In an ideal world to reclaim 
the arts movement as one 
that sets the agenda and 
evaluates in the way that is 
most useful inspiring and 
effective/ affective for 
practitioners and 
participants.’

 
Public & 

Policy 
More rigour in the discussion as 

advocated by Tim Joss 
Link with BBC under Tony Hall. 

Better understanding of what 
others see as ‘problems’ they want 
to solve and time to talk with them 

about how the arts can address 
these e.g health commissioners. 

 
Representation 

More art works (film, dance and poetry) 
that show the impact of arts interventions.  
Work with artists to transform evaluative 

data to communicate & embody 
interpretations. 

Arts as evidence 
Shared language between providers, 

funders, policy makers 
Space for stories, personal narratives 

Face evidence 
Let’s be bullish/ assertive 

 Tools  

Produced shared outcomes framework- & 
theory of change 

Create participatory methodologies and 
involving different stakeholders 

Phone apps  
A list of available methods to adapt 

Bravery to design rather than engineer work 
to fit less helpful perspectives 

Arts focussed evaluation tool which is 
acceptable to funders 

Piggy back on existing longitudinal studies 
of young people which capture long term 

effects 

        
   Skills 

Access to a network of reliable and referred 
people who wish to help 

Sharing of experiences like today 
Forums to discuss outcomes 

Lots of conversations, researching, gathering a 
picture before making any decisions 

Choose own criteria and discuss mutually with 
funders how you will measure ‘success’ 

Access to journals/professional magazines 
Support from external evaluators 

Long Table discussions – creative days/ weekends/ 
residential to make evaluating arts projects an  

ART FORM 
The ability to code stories, ability  to measure 

subtle human changes that are 
vital.

Funding 
Access to help in applying for funding 

Establish a dialogue with funders and create 
a more equal relationship 

United network which provides resources 
support and has the ear of higher bodies 

Funding for a feedback group 
Paid for time put into evaluation (as 

freelancer) 
Sincere interest from funders not just an 

agreement to give money 

Time 

Embed it in process 
To think, reflect, re-evaluate 

Less form filling 
Time for dialogue and learning 

Extra time post project for 
evaluation with workers, parents, 

service providers, carers etc  



  ~Future moves in the choreography~ 

The day provided a snapshot of the sector’s perceptions around evidence and arts 
evaluation. It brought together commissioning and funding bodies, evaluators, 

researchers , academics and many leading arts practitioners from both large and small 
organisations.  This was not a day where answers were given, rather the complexities 

of the topic were drawn out and fundamental questions were asked : 

Why do we evaluate? Who do organisations do it for?  
Are the methods suited to the practice?  

Why are arts providers voices not helping shape the agenda?  
Is it time that artists did become more active?  

Is there only one way?  
Where is the place of qualitative research  - in a political climate where showing 

value for money is crucial step towards public funding sources?  

The barriers/ possibilities page already highlights some key areas which the sector 
feels should be addressed. 

Conversation and Collaboration 
More regular conversations between practitioners to help continue  

to define the key questions. 
 A specific meeting on the values arts work best work within and towards in order to 

provide a definite and sustainable outcome. 
More conversations between practitioners and funders to develop new evaluation 

paradigms more suited to the nature of arts projects 
More conversations between practitioners, funders and policy makers. 

Action 
Working groups to create arts based evaluation tools. 

A community which considers possibilities of creating artistic evidence. 
A Facebook page and forum which is dedicated to the ideas developed at this event. 
A festival or ‘un-conference’ which celebrates and showcases developing innovative 
practices of artistic evidence. This could also be a place to explore wider issues on 

‘cultural competence’ and the ethics of evaluation with fragile communities. 
A 'what works' organisation for the arts and their contributions to a vibrant artistic 

country and social impact. This should build on other not-for-profit sector examples 
but be true to the particular nature of the arts and their contributions to society.


