Involving Youth in Evaluation

Introduction

Youth program members are a critical source of data, of course, but conducting an evaluation may also provide an important learning and leadership opportunity for youth. Youth are important program stakeholders and a significant role in program evaluation can help to build their ownership of the program and its goals. 

Youth might be involved in evaluation at any stage. Some roles they might play:

· Working with adult partners to define the focus of the evaluation. This is a particularly critical stage to build shared ownership of the evaluation—often youth are brought in after this stage, which limits their leadership over the process.

· Designing instruments and collecting data. Youth input may help to create better tools for gathering data from youth.

· Serving as informants. Youth can provide direct feedback by completing surveys and participating in interviews or focus groups.

· Analyzing data. Mathematical and critical thinking skills are developed and supported here.

· Reporting findings to stakeholders. Youth who have been involved in an evaluation, whether about a program or about a broader community issue, develop expertise about the issue and can become leaders in taking action. Including youth in public reporting of results involves them in any decisions that may result from the evaluation findings.

Benefits
Youth build skills that can be applied to other research, evaluation, and planning situations. Participating in the systematic collection and application of data is an important and useful experience.
· Youth can build experience in collecting and analyzing data using a variety of techniques. Data analysis can involve higher order math and writing skills.  Interpreting results and presenting findings to stakeholders provides a valuable leadership experience and an opportunity for youth to build credibility with others.

· Youth evaluators can create change as they become involved in decisions that affect organizations and communities. They gain information that may give them the opportunity to exercise influence even where they have less experience than others.

· Youth may bring insights and access to informants that might be missed if they were not involved. Their perspectives are especially important where youth are stakeholders and participants in the program. Additionally, youth may have access to peer groups that adults in the program would have a hard time reaching.

· Youth may have skills in presenting information in creative ways that help to reach new audiences.

Resources and Links
There are a variety of resources to help you involve youth in evaluation.

1. General Evaluation Design and Implementation 

Reflect and Improve: A Tool Kit for Engaging Youth and Adults as Partners in Program Evaluation is available from the Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development. This resource provides guidance, activities, and tips for conducting program evaluation with youth.

2. Program Self-Assessment and Program Improvement

Youth and Adult Leaders for Program Excellence (YALPE): A Practical Guide for Program Assessment and Action Planning is a comprehensive resource for engaging youth and adults in program evaluation based on principles of youth development and youth engagement. It includes survey tools and templates for analysis and reporting and is available free to UW-Extension educators from the YALPE webpage. 

Program assessment tools based on the Essential Elements of Youth Development are also available for use in youth/adult partnership efforts to evaluate program quality. Several self-assessment tools using the Elements are available as part of the Strengthening Positive Youth Development Environments Resource: and as a club development tool. 

3. Participatory Action Research, Issue Identification and Community Action

There is substantial literature on participatory evaluation with youth. One good overview that includes training tips is “Youth Involvement in Evaluation and Research” from the Harvard Family Research Project.
Evaluation is an integral part of action research, which is designed to spur community change. For example, youth might participate in an evaluation of the adequacy of their community’s youth development opportunities and take action as a result of the findings.

Tools: Building Community Together is a toolkit for youth/adult community action planning which includes tools for mapping community issues. It is available from the Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development.
Youth in Focus has tools focusing on community and organizational change through research and evaluation-led planning and action. This paper includes numerous tools that can be used in training and planning sessions for youth-led evaluation. They also published Youth REP Step by Step: An Introduction to Youth-Led Research and Evaluation, available from the Youth in Focus website.
SoundOut has gathered many resources related to student voice in schools including examples of student evaluation and research activities. 
The Institute for Community Research offers training and support for involving youth in action research, including the publications Participatory Action Research Curriculum for Empowering Youth and Empowered Voices: A Participatory Action Research Curriculum for Girls.
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