Evaluating Youth Programs: Youth Specific issues

Includes information about adapting evaluations to different developmental levels, obtaining consent, and other issues specific to evaluating youth programs. 

Developmental issues

Many of these issues apply to conducting evaluation with both youth and adults, but developmental issues make them especially critical when seeking good quality data from youth audiences.

· The child should be comfortable with an interviewer or evaluator and feel comfortable in the setting. Take time to establish rapport and comfort.

· Ask about what they actually experienced rather than what they think is true for others.

· Children may be susceptible to suggestion and are accustomed to trying to please adults with the right answer so questions should be neutral.

· Evaluate as soon as possible after an experience, since younger children are likely to forget or combine memories and subsequent or imagined events.

· On surveys, construct simple, precise questions and responses. Children tend to be very literal in their reading.

· Be sure questions do not assume knowledge that participants may not have.

· If you require a reliable survey, pilot test it with children similar to the intended audience. After they complete it, ask them what they were thinking about for each item.

It is difficult to separate changes resulting from natural development (maturation) from those resulting from participation in a program. One strategy is to utilize a comparison group. In any case, be sure to account for this possibility when considering the limitations of your findings.
Evaluation can be integrated into your programming rather than taking place afterwards. Time for reflection is an important part of a learner’s process of integrating new information. Think about how you can capture information from group discussions, artwork, or other program elements.

Literacy issues

Even children who can read surveys or tests may not be able to understand questions designed for adults or older youth. Adolescents are generally able to complete survey instruments independently, but may still need age-specific instruments until they reach the age of about 17.
· In particular, scales (Likert-type, for example) may be difficult for some children, so they may need to be explained or simplified to include fewer options.

· Questions and responses can be read aloud to participants, but then need to be developed to be suitable for oral communication.
· Wording can be simplified to suit the reading level of participants. Avoid uncommon words and compound sentences.
· Extra time can be given so slower readers can complete an evaluation instruments

Alternatives to paper and pencil surveys can be more engaging. If group interaction is desired, participants can stand at different points in a room to indicate their reactions to questions. Or they can drop an object into one of several boxes labeled with different responses to a question like “Which activity made you think the most?” Creativity is OK in evaluation.
Ethics of Evaluating Children 
First, consult with human subjects protection policies to determine requirements for obtaining parental consent. See the UW-Extension Human Subjects website or the Human Subjects section of the 4-H Evaluation website. 
If consent to participate in evaluation is required by human subjects protection, all evaluation participants under the age of 18 require parent approval. Passive consent is sufficient for most Extension evaluation and involves informing parents about the evaluation and giving them an opportunity to withdraw their children from the evaluation without affecting their participation in the program. Children and youth should also be informed about the purposes of the evaluation and it is a good idea to obtain written assent from youth so they do not feel coerced into participating. 

Sources of data about children

· Often, directly asking children may not be the best source of information. Consider the following sources:
· Records such as school data or record books kept by participants.

· Observations of children or youth in programs or community settings may be particularly informative if you are interested in their application of particular skills. Knowledgeable observers such as teachers or 4-H leaders can record information about children they know.
· Questionnaires, interviews, observations, or testimonials of adults who know the child such as parents and teachers
For more information

The publication, “Adapting Evaluation Measures for ‘Hard to Reach’ Audiences” provides some additional suggestions. 
The article, Sengstock, M. & Hwalek (1999). Issues to be considered in evaluating programs for children and youth in New Designs for Youth Development 15/2, focuses largely on quantitative evaluation issues. It uses Girl Scouting as an example and contains useful references. 
Matthew Calvert, University of Wisconsin-Extension 4-H Youth Development, 2009


