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We want to give you a roadmap for successfully defining a program model and to build evidence of the effectiveness of your program. This session will be the starting point of your journey.
The training series provides you with the information you need to build evaluation and organizational readiness. 
There is a destination for every program on this roadmap. It’s not the same destination for every program. 
We are starting the series with 3 foundational sessions on the planning and development of AmeriCorps program models. The three training sessions will focus on: 
Understanding the importance and use of evidence in program development
Identifying your target population and theory of change
Identifying effective interventions; and 
Building logic models, and
Clearly defining your program model.




AmeriCorps’ 
Evidence 
Continuum
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The training roadmap aligns with AmeriCorps’ Evidence Continuum. 
It shows that evidence falls along a continuum with the understanding that building program evidence corresponds to and is related to a program’s life cycle. The key building blocks for generating evidence are shown in the diagram. 

You will see this continuum during the training sessions and will soon be familiar with it. 
As you can see, the first stage is identifying a promising program design by gathering evidence that supports the intervention to be used. We call this stage “evidence-informed.” 
Once a strong program design has been identified, the second stage is ensuring the effective full implementation of the program. 
The third stage in the continuum is assessing the program’s outcomes. 
Stage 4  in the continuum is obtaining evidence of positive program outcomes by examining the linkages between program activities and outcomes. 
And finally, stage 5 uses a specific design to determine whether your program is what we call “evidence-based.” 
At this level, programs have used an evaluation design with two groups to determine causal linkage between program activities and intended outcomes/impacts.  

Similar to the training roadmap, not all programs will move to the final stage – nor are they expected to. See next slide!



Learning needs and evaluation designs/methods
Types of evidence/evaluation depend on contextual factors unique to each program
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The end point of the continuum, what some consider the “gold standard” of research evidence, e.g., QED/RCT, is not the goal for every grantee/program. 
What constitutes evidence depends on the learning needs a program has about its target population/beneficiaries (e.g., communities), and its own operations and anticipated effects. 
If those learning needs are high, then experimental evaluations are not suitable options. 
What constitutes evidence may also differ based on cultural context. 
For both these reasons, we cannot rely on exclusively quantitative, experimental methods. 

That is why we like to think about learning needs that programs may have. High learning needs require methods like listening and observation, and low learning needs facilitate the use of experimental designs, such as QED or RCT. 
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Session 1: Identifying an Effective Intervention



Today’s Session: Identifying an Effective Intervention

Session 1sion 1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Today’s session is the first in the series of 3 sessions in Module 1 focused on Stage 1: At the heart of is the identification of an effective intervention, and we will focus on the importance of evidence, and evaluation in identifying an intervention in the larger context of developing your AmeriCorps program model.  





1. Understand the definition and value of evidence 
building for program planning and evaluation

2. Understand what a Theory of Change is
3. Understand who your program serves (beneficiaries)
4. Understand what an effective intervention is

Goals and Overview of Today’s Training Session

8

Presenter Notes
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We’ll start out the journey with the basics—even if you know some of the information we present, it’s always good to have a refresher, and even more important we want you to learn from one another, so we’ll provide opportunities for discussion. 





1.Environmental Stewardship
2.Disaster Services
3.Education
4.Economic Opportunity
5.Healthy Futures 
6.Veterans and Military Families
7.Capacity Building
8.Other

Poll: We’d like to know who is here with us today
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What is Evidence and Why is It 
Important to your AmeriCorps 
program?
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• Not at all
• Every now and then
• Most decisions are based on data

Poll: Do you use data or evidence in your program decision-
making?
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1. Why Does Evidence Building Matter?
• Data and evaluation are key drivers of AmeriCorps program 

development, implementation, and continuous quality 
improvement

2. What Do We Want to Achieve? 
• Introduce a basic roadmap to evaluation and organizational 

readiness that can be applied to your AmeriCorps program

Why are Evidence Building and Evaluation Important?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To begin, let’s discuss why evidence building and evaluation are important. 
Data and evaluation are key drivers of AmeriCorps program development, implementation, and continuous quality improvement. 
We will show you what we mean by this throughout these sessions. 
Data and evaluation provide information for the proper development, effective implementation, and continuous quality improvement of programs.

Throughout this series, we hope to provide you with a basic roadmap to evaluation and organizational readiness that you can apply to your AmeriCorps program, no matter your level of experience with evaluation and evidence use. 




• “The available body of facts or information 
indicating whether a belief or proposition is true or 
valid” 

--OMB Circular No. A-11 Section 200 page 13

What is Evidence?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
On this slide we provide the official definition of evidence from the federal government. 
But the simpler way to say this is that evidence is facts that support why the program activities that you are doing are beneficial and worth the investment.



• Evidence generates credible, relevant, and actionable 
information about [AmeriCorps’] organizational 
effectiveness, operational performance, and the 
outcomes of national service programs

• Building evidence for what works, for whom, and under 
what circumstances, is a central part of ensuring the 
public’s access to effective solutions.

• Evidence supports innovation, improvement, and learning

--AmeriCorps Strategic Learning and Evidence Building Plan, 2022-
2026

Why is Evidence Important?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Providing credible and relevant evidence of AmeriCorps’ effectiveness is important for supporting the understanding that AmeriCorps is an effective agency and the national service programs they fund are achieving important outcomes.

Evidence is important for continued quality improvement and growth within AmeriCorps programs. 

Building evidence for what works, for whom, and under what circumstances, is a central part of ensuring the public’s access to effective solutions

Finally, evidence supports innovation, improvement, and learning within programs. Evidence is really a tool that should be used to inform program practices. 



What is a Theory of Change?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You build evidence systematically. For that each program needs a well specified theory of change as a foundation. 

Before we discuss this further, let’s do a quick poll. 

 



• Very familiar
• Moderately familiar
• Somewhat familiar
• Not at all familiar

Poll: How familiar are you with “Theory of Change”?
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• The general underlying idea of how you believe your 
intervention will create change

• There are three main elements:

• These three elements include your “beneficiary” (your 
target population)

Theory of Change
What is it?
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Presentation Notes
A key tool for evidence building is a “theory of change.” 
Your program’s theory of change articulates assumptions about why your intervention is likely to lead to certain outcomes and should be based on evidence or a strong hypothesis of how and why the change will occur.

There are three main elements to a theory of change. 
It begins by identifying the problem or need to be addressed. 
The second element identifies the specific intervention or set of activities that you have chosen to address the problem or need. 
And the last element refers to the intended outcome or the change you expect to bring about if you deliver the intervention according to plan. 
Not pictured in the traditional TOC visual are “beneficiaries” – they are assumed. At each step you think about your target population. 

EXAMPLE:
Problem: Many families experience food insecurity
Beneficiary: families without stable incomes, families who receive minimum wage (“underpaid”)
Intervention: A combination of food assistance and referrals to community services. (How to apply for food stamps and a lit of food pantry locations)
Outcome: Improved food security





• Share a “Need—Intervention” example in 
your program with your partner

Paired Sharing Activity

18

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We are going to have a quick breakout session to learn more about each other’s community needs and interventions. 
We’re going to put you into breakout rooms of 2 or 3. 
Remember just click “Join” when prompted. 

Please take 3 minutes each to tell the person(s) you are paired with what are the first components of your AmeriCorps program’s basic theory of change– you may have more than one if you support several programs within the same AmeriCorps grant, but just pick one for this exercise. 
You and your partner will get a message when it is time to return to the main room so we can come together and share what we learned about your community needs and interventions.




AmeriCorps Checklist: How to define your target population 
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Target Population/ Beneficiaries
Clearly describe the 
characteristics of the 
population to be served by 
the intervention.

• Students/ caregivers/ veterans/ land plots
• Marginalized/underserved/minoritized 

communities
• New arrivals to the US

Clearly describe the criteria for 
determining who is eligible to 
participate in the intervention 
(inclusion criteria).

• K-3 students
• Youth aged 14-18
• % of the poverty line
• Multilanguage learners
• [Invasive species]

Clearly describe the criteria for 
determining who is not eligible 
to participate in the 
intervention (exclusion 
criteria).

• Not in age range
• Under 18/ minors
• Above income threshold 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
It is important for programs to provide their intervention to the same population for whom the intervention was intended (and if previously evaluated, the population to whom the intervention is previously shown to be effective). 
Aligning the intervention and the intended population is an important part of what we call “program fidelity.” (We will cover this in Module 2 of the Training Series).

Your program may already be collecting data to monitor and report on your program’s progress toward achieving its expected outcomes for program beneficiaries.







• Take 5 minutes to describe your target beneficiary and submit your 
descriptions in the chat

• Some questions you can consider in determining population are: 
 What are the characteristics of your target population? 
 How do you decide whether to include a candidate in your 

intervention?
 How do you decide who to exclude (i.e., who is not a good fit for your 

intervention)?

Activity: Who is your beneficiary?
Complete the AmeriCorps Checklist
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Report out?



Poll: Which of the following components are you familiar 
with?
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Components of an effective intervention
Research conducted by an 
external evaluator Which of these checklist 

items are you familiar with?

 Not familiar
 Somewhat familiar

 Familiar

Research included a control or 
comparison group

Research has addressed potential 
confounding factors

Research showed evidence of 
effectiveness

Intervention has a Theory of 
Change

Research showed that the 
intervention was implemented 
with fidelity

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes





AmeriCorps Checklist: How to determine whether an 
intervention is effective
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Components of an effective intervention
Research conducted by an 
external evaluator

An evaluator who is not affiliated with the program or organization and who 
has no vested interest in the outcome of an evaluation (who is impartial to 
whether it shows an effect or not). 

Research included a control or 
comparison group

The group of participants that does not receive the program being 
evaluated. This group is compared to the group that receives the program, to 
see if the program works.

Research has addressed potential 
confounding factors

Ex: Math ability after an intervention but the kids in the two study groups have 
received different math instruction so you cannot tell whether impacts are 
due to your intervention

Research showed evidence of 
effectiveness

The intervention is informed by existing research

Intervention has a Theory of 
Change

Your service activities (interventions) and why they are expected to produce 
the desired outcomes. 

Research showed that the 
intervention was implemented 
with fidelity

The program is being implemented as intended according to the program 
model.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Another important consideration in program development is whether an intervention has evidence of its effectiveness. 
While many evaluation clearinghouses have specific standards for what they define as “effective interventions” (as presented in the checklist shown on this slide), AmeriCorps’ recommends that you use the following guidance: 

The program has a clear theory of change that guides the overall understanding of how to implement the intervention
The intervention is identified and informed by existing research (not necessarily on your program, but possibly on the interventions use in another setting or with a similar population)
And the program is being implemented as intended according to the program’s theory of change. 





• Outcomes are the expected changes in the population 
served that result from a program’s activities and fall along 
a continuum, ranging from short to long term results: 
• Short-term: changes in knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes (e.g., ↑ knowledge 

healthy choices)
• Medium-term: changes in behavior or action (e.g., ↑ adoption of healthy 

food practices)
• Long-term: changes in condition or status in life (e.g., ↑ food security)

• Outcomes are used in evaluation research. Some outcomes 
can be used for performance measurement AND suitable 
for evaluation

Focusing on Outcomes
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Now we want to focus on the last box on program outcomes that was presented in the theory of change description. Program outcomes quantify the changes a program intends to bring about as a result of a program’s activities or intervention. Outcomes fall along a continuum that ranges from short to long-term. 

We often generalize the differences between short, medium, and long term in this way: 
Short-term outcomes are changes in knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes (e.g., gaining knowledge or learning something new)
Medium-term outcomes are changes in behavior or action (e.g., adopting practices)
Long-term outcomes are changes in condition or status in life (this is where we see a real, lasting change and it can take time, so we are not always able to measure these outcome)

Outcomes, not outputs, are used in evaluation research. However, some outcomes can be used for both performance measurement AND evaluation. 






• Outputs on are the direct products of a program’s 
activities and may include types, levels and targets of 
services to be delivered by the program.

• Examples:
• # individuals attending workshops

• # individuals receiving services

• # individuals receiving referrals

• Outputs are also often used for performance measurement

Outputs
How they different from outcomes?
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Presenter Notes
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We want to take a moment to highlight the differences between outputs and outcomes because these two components are often confused with one another.

Program outputs are direct products of a program’s activities or services.  Outputs quantify the services that were delivered and are often reported as performance measures. Program outcomes, on the other hand, quantify the changes a program intends to bring about as a result of a program’s activities or intervention. 

While outputs are the essential elements that enable change, they do not represent benefits or changes in and of themselves.

Examples of outputs are:  the number of individuals attending workshops or the number of individuals receiving services or the number of individuals receiving referrals. These types of counts may seem familiar to you because they are highly interchangeable with performance measures. 



Evidence Building Activities 
at AmeriCorps
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Building Evidence of Effectiveness

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is the Evidence Continuum. 
This diagram illustrates AmeriCorps’ overall developmental approach. It shows that evidence falls along a continuum with the understanding that building program evidence corresponds to and is related to a program’s life cycle. 
The key stages for generating evidence are shown in the diagram. 

As you can see, the first stage is identifying a promising program design by gathering evidence that supports the intervention to be used. We call this stage “evidence-informed.” Today you learned about the theory of change, which is the foundation for your logic and program model. 
Once a strong program design has been identified, the second stage is ensuring the effective full implementation of the program. 
The third stage in the continuum is assessing the program’s outcomes. 
Stage 4  in the continuum is obtaining evidence of positive program outcomes by examining the linkages between program activities and outcomes. And finally, stage 5 uses a specific design to determine whether your program is what we call “evidence-based.” 
At this level, programs have used an evaluation design with two groups to determine causal linkage between program activities and intended outcomes/impacts.  

Similar to the training roadmap, not all programs will move to the final stage – nor are they expected to. 




• Your organization and your partners agree on need 
for evidence

• You start building culture of measurement, learning 
and evaluation

• Organizations, partners, and funders agree on 
outcomes and measures

• Organizations, partners, and funders agree on 
evaluation goals

• Organizations, partners, and funder support the 
evaluation

Laying the Evaluation Groundwork—Building the 
Foundation
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Some recommendations for continuing to lay the foundation for building evidence of your program’s effectiveness include: 

-Encouraging your organization and your partners on the need for evidence
-Start building a culture of measurement, learning and evaluation
-Gaining agreement between organizations, partners, and funders on the outcomes and measures you should be using
-Gaining agreement among organizations, partners, and funders on your evaluation goals
-Encouraging support for evaluation among your organizations, partners, and funders.



Next Session: Theories of Change and Logic Models

Session 2sion 1

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes





Think about your own program. Be prepared 
to come to our next session with ideas of how 
you might develop and describe your 
program’s Theory of Change to your peers.

Homework for Session 2
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Think about your own program. 
For our next session, be prepared to come with ideas of how you might develop and describe the theory of change for your program. Feel free to use the need and intervention example that you discussed in the breakout session or change this to something else. 
You don’t have to come up with a theory of change, but please start thinking about it. 



Questions?



Carrie Markovitz and Eileen Graf
NORC at the University of Chicago
Markovitz-Carrie@norc.org
Graf-Eileen@norc.org

Thank you!

mailto:Markovitz-carrie@norc.org
mailto:Graf-Eileen@norc.org
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