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Understanding Evaluation 
We are all evaluators and consumers of information about the world around us. When choosing 

a doctor we look at things such as location, specialization, past performance, and likeability. 

When purchasing an automobile, we consider things like price, reliability, gas mileage, and 

safety ratings. Sometimes we even consider other data sources, such as Consumer Reports or 

the opinions of friends and family members. 

What distinguishes program evaluation from these everyday evaluation activities is the fact that 

it is systematic – it involves the application of methods and techniques that are designed to 

increase our certainty about the results. 

Evaluation is the systematic collection and analysis of data (information) needed to make 

informed decisions about a specific program or intervention (CSAP’s Prevention Pathways, 

2006). 

Evaluating your SS/HS project can provide timely information for managing both dayto-day and 

long-term aspects of your project, measuring progress toward goals and objectives, and 

understanding if the project is, in fact, promoting healthy childhood development and preventing 

violence and substance abuse. Positive evaluation results can also gain the support needed to 

sustain components of the project after federal funding ends. 

How Can Evaluation Help You? 

The answer to this question will vary depending on the audience, but the following are some 

common benefits of evaluating the programs, policies, and practices delivered under the 

umbrella of your SS/HS project. 

Accountability is the hallmark of the Federal Government – and for good reason. Because 

resources are limited and the well-being of young people are at stake, we must do everything 

we can to ensure that program activities are accountable to the following stakeholders: 

 The American taxpayers who want to know that their dollars are well-spent; 

 The funding agencies who provide resources to support the SS/HS initiative; 

 Local stakeholders and policy-makers such as Superintendents, school boards; 

 Front-line staff who spend their time and energy implementing the project; 

 Parents who entrust their children to the schools and other service providers; 

 Youth who rely on schools and other providers to help them reach their full potential; 

 Other community partners invested in the well-being of the youth 

Evaluation can help you make the case to each of these groups that the programs, policies, and 

practices you have delivered are effective, worthwhile, and appropriate. 

Evaluation helps document implementation as it changes over time, ensuring that activities 

continue to be delivered as designed, and to reflect goals and objectives. Despite everyone's 

intentions, even the best laid plans are susceptible to change over time. These changes can 
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sometimes compromise program effectiveness. A clear understanding of the implementation 

process can help you bring actual delivery in line with intended delivery. Such adjustments can 

ensure that program activities continue to reflect the program's original goals and objectives. 

Evaluation can improve program efficiency by revealing opportunities to streamline program 

delivery or enhance coordination between program components. Increased efficiency can help 

reduce cost or allow you to provide more services to a larger audience at the same cost. 

Evaluation may reveal unintended effects that your program is having among members of the 

target population(s). Your project may contribute to many different changes among participants, 

including changes that your planning team does not expect. For example, some drug prevention 

programs have been shown to reduce the prevalence of one type of substance while 

simultaneously increasing the use of another. Evaluation can help determine what effects your 

programs, policies, and practices are having on the service recipients. 

Evaluation can help you decide where best to channel your resources by showing that some 

strategies or programs work, while others do not. This evidence can help you decide what to 

institutionalize and what to weed out. 

Evaluation can advance knowledge about what works and what doesn’t work. Documenting and 

sharing information about your project's successes and challenges can help advance the field 

and improve outcomes for young people beyond the walls of your schools and the borders of 

your communities. 

Evaluation results can lead to sustainability by helping you gain support for your program and/or 

helping you secure additional funding. Positive evaluation results can be used to make the case 

for institutionalizing project components, help you secure the support of key stakeholders in 

your community, and assist you in securing funding at the federal, state, or local levels. 

Evaluation is a federal requirement and helps support the national evaluation through the 

collection of data across all of the SS/HS grantees in the country. Although it goes without 

saying, local evaluation is a federal requirement of SS/HS grantees, and helps support the 

national evaluation. It is important to remember that the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration (SAMHSA), Department of Education (DOE), and the Office of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) use the information that you generate to justify 

their request to Congress for additional monies to support local prevention and intervention 

programming. Evaluation also helps federal agencies set funding priorities and make strategic 

decisions about the effectiveness of certain types of initiatives and activities. 

Questions to Guide Your Thinking 

 What does evaluation mean to you and your grant partners? 

 What are some perceptions that you have about evaluation? 

 Aside from it being a requirement, why are you conducting an evaluation? 

 Which of the reasons above are most salient for you? For your partners? Are there other 

reasons not listed above that are important to you or your partners? 

 How will the information generated from the evaluation be used? 
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 How will you keep stakeholders informed? 

Your Process and Outcome Evaluation 

Generally speaking, evaluations usually consist of a process component and an outcome 

component. 

Process Evaluation 

Process evaluation documents whether project activities are implemented as planned, whether 

there were any deviations from the original plan, the nature of any changes or modifications, 

and how these changes may impact outcomes. 

Process evaluation documents how project activities are implemented. 

For example, process evaluations provide information on the number of teachers trained to 

deliver a curriculum, the number of classrooms receiving a bullying prevention program, the 

number of sessions delivered per classroom, and measures of program fidelity (i.e., faithfulness 

to the original model). Although it is sometimes overlooked, information generated from process 

evaluation is critical. 

Process data may point to program elements that were not implemented or implemented poorly, 

and thus help inform interpretations of observed outcomes. Many evidence-based interventions 

require a certain level of implementation and program fidelity to help maximize the odds of 

achieving the desired outcomes. 

Process data helps determine whether or not the level of implementation was sufficient to permit 

a “good test” of the program. In the absence of information about the level of program 

implementation, there is no way to determine whether negative findings were due to poor 

implementation, problems with the evaluation, or poor program theory. 

Process data helps answer strategic and fiscal management questions such as: Was the 

program implemented on time? Was the program implemented as planned, or with changes that 

were based on sound reasoning? Was the program implemented on budget? 

Process data help answer questions about program fit (i.e., whether or not the program, policy, 

or practice was appropriate for the intended target audience). For example, did program staff 

and program participants enjoy the program or find it boring or repetitive? Did the program have 

difficulty recruiting or engaging its intended target population? Did local conditions require 

extensive modifications to the original model or the intended delivery? 

Outcome Evaluation 

Outcome evaluation data are used to document changes in knowledge, attitudes, skills, or 

behaviors. It might also include things like policy or systems change (e.g., assessing the 

introduction of tobacco-free or drug-free zones, zero-tolerance policies around bullying or violent 

behavior, or random locker inspections). In essence, it assesses whether the stated goals were 

achieved (for example, reduced substance use, reduced violent behaviors, increased 

attendance, increased mental health referrals). 
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Outcome evaluation assesses whether or not the project produced its desired outcomes. 

While the benefits of conducting an outcome evaluation are probably more obvious than the 

benefits of conducting a process evaluation, at least two points are worth highlighting. 

Outcome evaluation answers questions about effectiveness. Well-conducted outcome 

evaluations can help you answer the overarching questions of the SS/HS initiative – were 

schools safer and students healthier as a result of the programs, policies, and practices 

implemented at the local level? 

Outcome evaluation helps inform strategic decisions concerning sustainability. Certain 

programs, policies, and practices are going to work better than others. Outcome evaluation data 

can help you prioritize which activities to consider sustaining at the end of the period of federal 

funding, and which activities might not be worth sustaining. 

Questions to Guide Your Thinking 

 What are some of the process questions that you and your partners have about the 

programs, policies, or practices that you plan to implement? Is there agreement? 

 What are some of the outcome questions that you and your partners have about the 

programs, policies, or practices that you plan to implement? Is there agreement? 

 Is there a specific program or set of related activities that you and your partners feel are 

worth the investment of additional evaluation resources to increase your certainty in the 

findings? 

Participatory Evaluation 

While there are a number of different approaches to evaluation, many SS/HS grantees have 

found that the participatory approach has been a good fit with the scope and magnitude of this 

unique grant initiative. 

In the participatory approach to evaluation, the evaluator works closely in concert with the 

program, the evaluator advises (rather than mandates) on evaluation-related decisions, program 

staff participate in planning and carrying out the evaluation, and the evaluator interacts regularly 

with program staff and other stakeholders. In other words, a partnership is formed. 

Participatory approach to evaluation involves a partnership between the evaluator and those 

who develop and deliver program activities. 

Advantages to the Participatory Approach 

The participatory approach relies on an Evaluation Team composed of one or more individuals 

trained in evaluation, program staff, and other stakeholders (e.g., students who are receiving the 

program, parents, etc.). The diverse members of the evaluation team work together to plan and 

implement all evaluation tasks. 

When an evaluation is planned and developed collaboratively between program staff and an 

evaluator, there is less potential for misunderstanding, and an increased likelihood that there will 

be buy-in at multiple levels. 
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Program staff and other stakeholders tend to have greater personal investment when they are 

active participants in the evaluation process. Participatory evaluation can help change the 

perspective that evaluation is something that is “being done to” them. When staff are involved in 

the evaluation, they are also more likely to understand, accept, and use the findings from the 

evaluation. 

The process of being actively engaged as participants in the evaluation increases program staff 

capacity and deepens their understanding of how evaluation works. 

Front-line staff may be more knowledgeable than an evaluator about the unique needs, culture, 

and circumstances of the target population. By eliciting staff input and the input of members of 

the target population (e.g., through inclusion on the evaluation team), the evaluation has the 

potential to be more relevant, appropriate, and sensitive to the target population. 

When program staff are actively involved in the evaluation, the balance of responsibilities can 

shift, as needed, throughout the duration of the project. In this situation, fewer tasks fall directly 

on the shoulders of the more costly evaluator. 

Potential Disadvantages to the Participatory Approach 

While there are many benefits to the participatory approach, there are also some potential 

disadvantages. These points are not meant to discourage you from adopting a participatory 

approach to your evaluation; rather, they are points to keep in mind as you move forward. 

Program staff may be resistant to the participatory approach if they feel that it will add too much 

to their existing workload. A clear distinction needs to be made between the tasks that the 

evaluator will complete and those that will require the assistance of program staff. 

Participatory evaluation requires more time on the part of both the program staff and the 

evaluator. This includes meeting time, consulting time, and time to share and resolve 

differences of opinion. 

Participatory evaluation can increase the potential for bias. For example, a school administrator 

should not interview teachers about how well they implemented a prevention program. The 

teachers are more likely to be comfortable and candid discussing their implementation of 

program activities with an impartial or neutral data collector. Participatory evaluation requires 

you to think critically about who should and should not carry out specific evaluation tasks. 

Finally, it may take more time to locate an appropriate evaluator if you are interested in adopting 

a participatory approach. Not all evaluators are committed to, or even interested in, 

collaborating with program staff and stakeholders. If you would like to undertake a participatory 

evaluation of your program, make sure to discuss this approach with candidates during the 

screening process. 
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Questions to Guide Your Thinking 

 If you have prior experience with evaluation, was it more traditional or participatory? 

What worked and what didn’t work? 

 Based on these points, how do you and your partners feel about these two approaches? 

Are there any concerns? 

 Do you have personnel with the skills and time to help carry out evaluation activities? 

 


