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This article presents how character development practitioners, researchers, and funders might think about
evaluation, how evaluation fits into their work, and what needs to happen in order to sustain evaluative prac-
tices. A broader view of evaluation is presented whereby evaluation is not just seen as something that is
applied at a program level, but as an endeavor that considers the ecologies and systems within which programs
are embedded. The evaluation landscape for youth-serving and character building programs is considered.
Strategies for enhancing evaluation practices at the organizational (macro) level are addressed as well as strat-
egies for enhancing evaluation practice at the program (micro) level. Organizational level strategies include
deliberate efforts to engage in evaluation capacity building and cultivating evaluative thinking. We also dis-
cuss the role of evaluation policy and the need to consider program ecosystems through portfolio analysis. The
program level strategies focus on using the Systems Evaluation Protocol to articulate and assess program the-

ories of change.

Perhaps it is best to start out by describing
what this article is not going to do. It will not
provide an overview of evaluation, describe
major approaches, delineate the broad range of
available methodologies, or provide examples
of evaluations relevant to the topic of character
development programs. Put more succinctly,
we do not intend to characterize how evalua-
tion is done. The mainstream literature on
evaluation addresses all of these topics far bet-
ter than we could hope to do here. We assume
that either the reader is familiar with that liter-
ature or, if interest so motivates, will be able to

avail themselves of it at any point. As such, the
intended audience for this article are readers
who have at least some basic knowledge of
evaluation.

Instead this article hopes to make a more
general argument about how character devel-
opment practitioners, researchers, and funders
might think about evaluation, how it fits into
their work, and what needs to happen in order
to sustain it. Along the way we hope to intro-
duce the reader to a broader view of evaluation,
not just as something that is applied to a pro-
gram or at a program level but as an endeavor
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that needs to be integral to the ecologies and
systems within which programs occur. This
macrolevel view is driven by several tectonic
shifts in high-level thinking in evaluation (and
many other fields) over the past few decades
associated with the rise of ecological and sys-
tems thinking, the integration of evolutionary
theory into applied social research methodol-
ogy, and the rise of integrated global computer
technology in the form of the Internet. These
forces are moving us away from the traditional
focus of evaluation at the program level and sit-
uating traditional program evaluation within a
longer term evolution of program theory and
practice. It is at this macroevolutionary level,
rather than at the within-program level, that we
wish to focus this article and the field of char-
acter development.

We begin at the most familiar level, briefly
describing the landscape of the evaluation of
youth-serving and character building pro-
grams. We then discuss strategies for enhanc-
ing evaluation practices at both the
organizational (macro) level followed by a dis-
cussion of strategies for enhancing evaluation
practices at the program (micro) level.

Our hope for this article is that it will move
the discussion about evaluation, if even
slightly, to a higher and more systemic level in
the field of character development, move us
away from the focus on the evaluation of pro-
grams and toward a more evolutionary evalua-
tion perspective focused on evidence-driven
program theory development and the assess-
ment of theoretically described portfolios of
ideas about positive youth development
toward what we hope will be a deeper under-
standing of character development and how it
might be influenced and encouraged.

HISTORY OF EVALUATION

IN POSITIVE YOUTH
DEVELOPMENT AND CHARACTER
BUILDING PROGRAMS

When we survey the landscape of youth-
serving programs, including both in-school
and out-of-school programs, we can readily
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see that many are designed to promote charac-
ter attributes. However, the vast majority of
these programs have not been formally evalu-
ated and we have little idea of whether and
how they work (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003,
2016; Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster,
1998). Character development for youth is
increasingly being recognized as critically
important; however, our ability to evaluate and
bring effective programs to scale has not kept
pace. Early work in youth/character develop-
ment emphasized shifting the focus from a
deficit to a strengths-based perspective. At the
turn of the 21st century, the focus shifted again
to advancing theory in youth/character devel-
opment and providing preliminary evidence
that youth-serving programs are indeed benefi-
cial (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). We are now
ready to embark on the next phase of research
and evaluation of youth-serving programs, and
this must include detailed and specific articula-
tion of program theory, more careful attention
to definitions and measurement, and most
importantly, investment of time and resources
in the planning, implementation and utilization
of evaluations of such programs.

It is important to recognize that many
youth-serving programs are small, local pro-
grams (e.g., sports teams, school newspaper)
that are locally sponsored, while other
youth-serving programs are affiliates of
national organizations such as Boy/Girl Scouts
or 4-H (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Given a
relatively recent focus on evaluation and the
high turnover of program staff, many of these
programs lack the time and financial resources
as well as the skillset to engage in high quality
evaluation and planning. As a result, many
youth-serving programs, rely on inappropriate
data or lack sufficient data to demonstrate the
programs’ effectiveness at promoting charac-
ter. In order to increase the quality of character
development programs and, in turn, increase
the positive impact of these programs on
youth, the field of character development
must: (1) advance at the organizational level
by fully integrating evaluation throughout the
organizational culture; and, (2) advance evalu-
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ation practice at the programmatic level by
adopting an Evolutionary Evaluation perspec-
tive.

ADVANCING CHARACTER
DEVELOPMENT EVALUATION

Evolutionary Evaluation considers the com-
plex larger systems within which programs are
embedded (Trochim et al., 2012; Urban, Har-
graves, Hebbard, Burgermaster, & Trochim,
2011; Urban, Hargraves, & Trochim, 2014;
Urban & Trochim, 2009). The Systems Evalu-
ation Protocol (SEP) is an evaluation approach
that applies principles of Evolutionary Evalua-
tion in order to provide a foundation for plan-
ning and conducting evaluations, developing
and improving programs, and building pro-
grammatic and organizational evaluation
capacity (Buckley, Archibald, Hargraves, &
Trochim, 2015; Trochim et al., 2012; Urban et
al., 2011; Urban et al., 2014; Urban & Tro-
chim, 2009). Evolutionary Evaluation and the
SEP integrate principles from developmental
systems theory (e.g., Lerner, 2006; Overton,
2006, 2010), systems theory (Bertalanffy,
1995; Laszlo, 1996, Midgley, 2003; Ragsdell,
West, & Wilby, 2002), evolutionary theory
(Darwin, 1859; Mayr, 2001), and evolutionary
epistemology (Bradie & Harms, 2006; Camp-
bell, 1974, 1988; Cziko & Campbell, 1990;
Popper, 1973, 1985).

Evolutionary Evaluation and the SEP have
important practical implications for real-world
application. In this section, we turn our atten-
tion to the implications of Evolutionary Evalu-
ation and the SEP for the evaluation of
character development programs. We first
consider the “global” level, the macro level of
the organization and its context, including its
multiple niches and cultures, its varied value
systems, and how these relate to evaluation.
We argue that issues of motivation, the chal-
lenges of sustaining evaluation, the need to
cultivate an evaluation culture and the integral
role of critical evaluative thinking are essential
at this level. We consider several systems
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methodologies that are essential to encourag-
ing evolution of knowledge of character devel-
opment program theory and practice. We then
turn to the “local” level, the microlevel of the
program and its planning, implementation and
evaluation. We present the SEP which has
been developed and tested over the past decade
and is designed to help any program stakehold-
ers develop a program evaluation that is sys-
tems and context sensitive, can be used to
evaluate a program at any stage of its life-
course (ontogeny) and will contribute to a
more general agenda of knowledge evaluation
(phylogeny). We also introduce an evolving
web-based cyberinfrastructure that is freely
available and can be used to manage both local
program evaluations and more global portfo-
lios of programs.

ORGANIZATIONAL (MACRO) LEVEL
STRATEGIES

The challenges of building and sustaining
evaluation at an organizational level are many,
particularly within the context of character
development programs. In order to truly
advance, the field of character development
needs to commit to an enhanced focus on eval-
uation as a valuable, institutionalized, and
embedded aspect of organizational practice
(Mayne, 2010; Sanders, 2002). This includes
adequately investing time and money in evalu-
ation and evaluation planning. Evaluation
should not be an afterthought, but rather
should be considered early on in program plan-
ning and ideally should be fully embedded
within program development and practice.
Equally important is the need for committed
leadership, especially at the funder level in
order to build and sustain evaluation systems.
Given the considerable turnover in frontline
staff for character development programs, the
need for sustainable evaluation systems and
policies is even more critical. Specifically, the
field of character development needs to work
toward building an evaluation culture.
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Systems Change

This section describes the areas where
broad-level systems change typically needs to
happen in order to develop a sustainable and
effective evaluative function in a complex
hierarchical system like the character develop-
ment context. We provide brief discussions of
evaluation capacity building and evaluative
thinking and encourage the interested reader to
refer to our research groups’ more in-depth
discussions of these topics in Archibald, Shar-
rock, Buckley, and Cook (2016) and Buckley
et al. (2015).

Evaluation Capacity Building. In the
past 15 years, the field of evaluation has seen a
proliferation of evaluation capacity building
definitions, models, and approaches. The most
commonly cited definition of evaluation
capacity building is “the intentional work to
continuously create and sustain overall organi-
zational processes that make quality evaluation
and its uses routine” (Stockdill, Baizerman, &
Compton, 2002, p. 14). Evaluation capacity
building is often associated with collaborative,
participatory, and empowerment evaluation
(Fetterman & Wandersman, 2005; O’Sullivan,
2004; Rodriguez-Campos, 2005) all of which
share a common interest in democratizing and
decentralizing evaluation practice. This stands
in contrast to more traditional models of pro-
gram evaluation wherein evaluation was solely
the purview of expert researchers. Evaluation
capacity building provides opportunities to
infuse organizations and programs with evalu-
ation skills, attitudes, and practices that pro-
mote a culture of evaluation and ultimately
improve program outcomes (Labin, 2014;
Suarez-Balcazar & Taylor-Ritzler, 2014; Wan-
dersman, 2014).

Systems that consist of multiple projects
and organizations typically require a wide
range of evaluation skills, resources and capa-
bilities in order to provide the essential feed-
back processes for system learning and to meet
the accountability reporting needs of funders
and stakeholders. Some of these needs are best
met by developing internal organizational or
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system capacity by hiring experienced evalua-
tors, supporting external or in-service training
in evaluation, hiring external consultants, and
so on. Evaluation capability is sometimes met
by funders who require evaluation, through
additional funding for this function or through
evaluation technical assistance. In many cases,
individuals or groups within organizations
simply seek out resources and information on
evaluation, increasingly these days through
technology-based solutions such as evaluation
websites. However, there is little in the way of
systematizing the plethora of resources and lit-
tle support for practitioners who need to navi-
gate this complex terrain.

Character development program practi-
tioners and funders can deliberately work to
enhance the internal evaluation capacity of
program staff by providing the time and
resources to engage in evaluation activities as
a core function of program work. Some organi-
zations have created internal evaluation roles
or departments that focus on program monitor-
ing and evaluation. Other organizations have
invested in professional development for some
client-serving staff to build their knowledge
and skill set around evaluation. In order for
character development programs to make sig-
nificant progress, evaluation needs to be prior-
itized.

Evaluative Thinking. One of the pri-
mary ways to build evaluation capacity is by
developing an organizational culture of evalu-
ation where evaluative thinking permeates all
planning, monitoring, and evaluation pro-
cesses (Archibald et al., 2016). A key develop-
ment in the field of evaluation is the idea of
evaluative thinking as an essential skill for
evaluation and as a process for building evalu-
ation capacity (Compton, Baizerman, & Stock-
dill, 2002). At an organizational level, in order
to build evaluation capacity, developing and
promoting an organizational culture that sup-
ports evaluative thinking is critical. Several
authors have defined evaluative thinking
(Chinnock, 2008; Davidson, 2005; Patton,
2005; Preskill, 2008). Most agree that it
includes higher order thinking and decision
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making skills as well as an evaluative attitude
and set of beliefs. Patton (2005) defined evalu-
ative thinking as

a willingness to do reality testing, to ask the
question: how do we know what we think
we know? To use data to inform decisions.
Evaluative thinking is not just limited to
evaluation projects, it’s not even just lim-
ited to formal evaluation; it’s an analytical
way of thinking that infuses everything that
goes on.

Character development program imple-
menters who are also evaluative thinkers will
be good evaluators as well as better program
planners, managers, organizers and even par-
ticipants. The supposition is that engaging
people in evaluative thinking is also likely to
be a personally exciting endeavor that
enhances their understanding of and motiva-
tion to engage in evaluation, and consequently
contributes to evaluation capacity and sustain-
ability in an organization.

Character development program staff can
work toward developing a culture of evalua-
tive thinking within their organization. One
strategy is to intentionally develop an evalua-
tive thinking learning environment by, for
example, highlighting lessons learned from
both program successes and failures. Role
playing can be used during evaluation plan-
ning to help understand various stakeholders’
perspectives. Engaging in critical peer review
can help highlight assumptions or leaps in
logic. Perhaps most importantly, all members
of the organization can be engaged in some
aspect of the evaluation process (Buckley et
al., 2015).

Systems Methods

Here we consider two methodological
approaches that are appropriate at the mac-
rolevel for supporting and sustaining the eval-
uation function in character development
programs. We provide brief discussions of
evaluation policy methods and funder portfolio
analysis and encourage the interested reader to
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refer to our more in-depth discussions of these
topics in Trochim (2009), Urban et al. (2014),
and Urban and Trochim (2009).

Evaluation Policy Methods. Evaluation
policy does not just happen on its own; it has to
be developed. Trochim (2009) offered a taxon-
omy of eight evaluation policy domains or cat-
egories organized into a visual “policy wheel”
for analyzing and managing evaluation poli-
cies (Figure 1) that includes policy domains
that cover: evaluation goals; participation;
capacity building; management; roles; process
and methods; use; and, meta-evaluation. The
policy wheel organizes evaluation policy into a
simple circle diagram, divided into wedges
that correspond to the proposed eight types of
evaluation policies in the taxonomy. All evalu-
ation policies can be placed somewhere on the
wheel. There are different concentric circles on
the wheel, with more general policies in each
category placed on the outer circles and more
specific policies (and ultimately practices or
procedures) more central. There are also dif-
ferent layers in the wheel representing differ-
ent levels of organizational hierarchy. The
different levels correspond to different
global-local arrangements in a nested hierar-
chy. For instance, Level 1 might correspond to
a national funder level, Level 2 to a cross-site
lead organization level and Level 3 to an indi-
vidual program site level. Each level inherits
policy from above and delegates responsibility
for greater policy specificity to those below.

Trochim (2009) also describes a number of
principles or rules that guide the organization
of evaluation and functioning of policies in
this structure and constitute the basis of a
methodology for evaluation policy analysis:

 all policies and practices “inherit” their
parent characteristics (inheritance);

» achild policy can never be broader than
its parent (encapsulation);

e Inner policies are more specific than
outer (parent) policies (specificity);

» policies should cover the entire relevant
domain (exhaustiveness);
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FIGURE 1
The Evaluation Policy Wheel

» there should be no large gaps between
levels of policies (continuity) (disconti-
nuity suggests micromanagement);

» responsibility is delegated for more
detailed policy or practice than specified
(delegation); and

* “any reasonable interpretation” of the
delegated  policies is legitimate
(accountability).

Evaluation policymaking in this model is a
very dynamic and iterative process. It begins
with the evaluation policymaker(s) describing
the most general and highest level policies in
each of the eight domains. For example, for the
evaluation capacity domain, the broadest level
policy might be something like: The organiza-
tion will develop and implement sufficient
organizationwide capacity to support evalua-
tion activities. If this were the only policy in
this domain it means that the policymakers are
delegating to those responsible for enacting the
policy the responsibility for defining and
achieving it. The practitioners or staff are

responsible for reporting on how they opera-
tionalized and addressed the policy. The poli-
cymakers are responsible for reviewing and
evaluating the degree to which the practices
that were enacted addressed their intent.
Among the appealing features of this evalua-
tion policy model are that it is inherently dele-
gative, discourages micromanagement, and
acknowledges that there may be multiple ways
to address any policy and tailor it to the vary-
ing needs of organizational or program compo-
nents. Organizations engaged in character
development programming should consider
the potential utility of using a policy model
like this one for developing, managing and dis-
seminating evaluation policy.

Funder Portfolio Analysis. Throughout
most of its history, educational evaluation has
tended to focus primarily on the program as the
primary unit, almost as though programs exist
in a systems vacuum. The literature is replete
with discussions that address program evalua-
tion without attending to the systems issues
within which programs are situated. Often it is
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the system that determines how evaluations are
done, who is allowed to do them, how they will
be resourced, when and to whom results will
be reported, and so on. Yet evaluators tend to
treat each evaluation as though it can be
designed as a unique one-off endeavor based
only or primarily on local considerations,
proximal needs and immediate concerns about
threats to validity.

A challenge for character development pro-
grams is that local character development pro-
grams are typically most concerned with the
experiences of their participants and how ser-
vice delivery can be improved (local level con-
cerns). Funders are typically more concerned
with how their portfolio of programs affect
more global questions related to longer term
impact (global level concerns). We need to
recognize that this is essentially a hierarchical
systems challenge—how to harmonize the
local model of a specific program with the
hierarchically broader model of programs of
that type.

When evaluations do occur, they are typi-
cally done in isolation at the local level which
results in a portfolio of similarly oriented pro-
grams that exist across the same or multiple
organizations that often have separate mutu-
ally uninformed program models. In addition,
there is also usually at least an implicit model
at the next level up in the organization. For
instance, in a case where a foundation funds a
portfolio of grants that each have character
development programs, it is likely that there is
some model at the foundation level, although
this may not have been formally articulated. In
this case, there is typically no linkage or inte-
gration of the models either horizontally
(local-local) or vertically (local-global). Pro-
grams do not identify common activities or
how their activities connect with a global
model. They do not harmonize their outcomes
or even a subset of them, making it difficult if
not impossible to aggregate results subse-
quently across the portfolio of programs.
There is seldom formal policy across the port-
folio regarding how the programs should be
evaluated. One option is to impose a single
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common model onto the local programs, but
this runs the risk of increasing local burden,
reducing flexibility and local adaptation, not
being responsive to local conditions, and creat-
ing program “monocultures” (Trochim, 2007).

Instead, we propose a process whereby the
local and global entities work as a system to
coordinate and harmonize what they are doing,
understand each other’s needs and perspec-
tives, seek common connections in their mod-
els, and encourage an emergent harmonization
that both enables local flexibility and some
global synthesis of results. This linked and
integrated system model of programs, created
together by multiple levels of the system,
would provide the foundation for development
and analysis of program portfolios. This
becomes especially important when funders
are trying to understand where they are making
programmatic investments, whether their port-
folio of funded work is addressing the overar-
ching mission of the agency, where gaps may
exist, and in identifying emerging areas that
warrant additional investment. Without a
methodology for portfolio analysis, funders
typically must rely on the disjointed evaluation
efforts of their grantees and post hoc evalua-
tions that try to assess broad programmatic
impact based on limited data. A fundamental
issue driving the difficult process of evaluating
portfolios is that at the funder level, models are
typically not articulated. Without a well-artic-
ulated funder-level model, practitioners of pro-
grams at the local-level may believe they are
addressing the goals and objectives of the
funder, but they are unlikely to be able to
describe explicitly how they are doing so.

An Evolutionary Evaluation approach
addresses this need by building hierarchical
nested program models (nested pathway mod-
els) that integrate the logic of individual pro-
grams with other peer programs and the logic
of higher levels of the system that fund and
oversee the programs. By developing nested
program models, funders can then more effec-
tively assess a “portfolio” or hierarchical
aggregation of similar programs across a sys-
tem. See the discussion on the creation of path-
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way models in the section below on program
(micro) level approaches.

PROGRAM (MICRO) LEVEL
STRATEGIES

In this section we describe how the character
development field can enhance the evolution
of our knowledge about programs and what
works. At the program level, we consider two
ways an Evolutionary Evaluation approach can
enhance our work: through the use of the SEP
which integrates evolutionary and systems
principles into program evaluations; and
through the development of methods that inte-
grate practice and research.

The SEP

The SEP emphasizes: the importance of
creating a causal diagram that illustrates the
programmatic theory of change; incorporating
the perspectives of both internal and external
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stakeholders of the program; recognizing how
the program is related to other programs either
in the same system or other systems, in part by
identifying research on similar or related out-
comes which can help link the program to
more universal long-term goals; and continu-
ally assessing and revising the theory of
change and evaluation plans based on knowl-
edge gained through evaluation efforts (Urban
et al., 2014; Urban & Trochim, 2009). The
SEP integrates the three primary phases of any
evaluation: planning, implementation, and uti-
lization. Each stage of each phase has a
detailed list of components or steps that can be
followed to accomplish an evaluation. This
article emphasizes the planning phase of eval-
uation (Figure 2).

The SEP is designed to generate evaluation
plans. It is a series of repeatable steps that
when followed lead to the creation of program
logic and pathway models and an evaluation
plan that can subsequently be implemented
and utilized. In this sense it addresses the
needs of character development programs for

Systems Evaluation Protocol for Evaluation Planning

Identify Internal Working Group
Allocate Evaluation Resources
Launch the Evaluation Planning

Process

Program Model Development

Conduct Stakeholder Analysis
Conduct Program Review

Conduct Program Boundary Analysis
Conduct Lifecycle Analysis

Build Pathway Model
Determine Evaluation Scope
Identify Program-System Links
Reflection and Synthesis

Build Logic Model

Evaluation Plan Creation ‘

Develop Evaluation Questions
Develop Sampling Plan
Identify or Develop Measures
Develop Evaluation Design

s 4

Develop Data Management and Analysis Plan
Develop Evaluation Reporting Plan

Identify Timeline

Finalize Evaluation Plan

Evaluation Implementation

FIGURE 2
Steps of the SEP for Evaluation Planning
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standardization of evaluation approaches
while recognizing the enormous varieties of
contexts within which character development
programming occurs.

While the SEP can be implemented as a
manual process that does not depend on any
specific technology platform, it is designed so
that it can be enhanced throughout by using a
system developed in our research called the
Netway, a web-based application consistent
with second-generation web-based communi-
ties and hosted services such as social-net-
working sites, wikis, and blogs (Wikipedia,
2007). The Netway is constructed so that when
program practitioners or evaluators enter pro-
gram information about activities, outputs and
outcomes, the system can immediately identify
and suggest other existing programs that have
similar or common elements and enable the
users to adopt or adapt these elements for their
own programs while automatically creating
networked linkages of their models with others
(Asim, Essegaier, & Kohli, 2000; Burke,
2000). Each new program model adds to the
online network of such models and can be
accessed in turn by others. This also helps
ensure that different parts of the system can
learn from each other and that even programs
with no direct contact with one another, can
use the cyberinfrastructure to benefit from
each other’s experiences (Marathe, 1999).
Evaluators who are supporting programs that
use the Netway can see their portfolio of pro-
grams and what they are adding to the system
in real-time, and can communicate with pro-
gram practitioners about their models and
evaluation plans, thus enabling new models of
virtual consultation. The system is designed so
that researchers will be able to identify clusters
of programs that are in their substantive areas
of interests and learn about new and emerging
programs that are responding to local needs
and conditions. Funders (e.g., National Insti-
tutes of Health) can view meta-summaries of
programs across program areas, see where they
are in their developmental life cycles, and
more effectively manage their portfolios of
evaluations. The Netway cyberinfrastructure is
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a creative incorporation of technology that
fundamentally changes the nature of evalua-
tion practice for both the evaluator and the
practitioner and has the potential to be a trans-
formative process for character development
evaluation particularly and for evaluation gen-
erally in the 21st century.

SEP STAGES

The planning stage of the SEP includes three
phases: (1) preparation, (2) model develop-
ment, and (3) evaluation plan development.
The primary objectives of the preparation
stage are to acquaint the working group with
the SEP process, identify people’s key roles,
and collect basic information about the pro-
gram. The model development stage is a cen-
tral and distinguishing component of the SEP,
focused on surfacing and articulating deeper
understandings of the program through: stake-
holder analysis and mapping (a visual depic-
tion of the stakeholders and their relationship
to each other); group discussion and program
review including development of a written
program description; identification of program
and evaluation life cycle phases; structured
program modeling in two forms—the more
familiar columnar logic model and a corre-
sponding pathway model; linking the pathway
model with the evidence base; and, determin-
ing the scope of the evaluation. A stakeholder
map, life cycle determinations, and the logic
and pathway models are the products of the
model development stage. These products
form the foundation for strategic deci-
sion-making about the evaluation scope, eval-
uation purpose, specific evaluation questions
and other components of the evaluation plan
which in turn serve as the basis for evaluation
plan development in the third and final stage of
the SEP. In the evaluation plan development
stage the specific design, sample, measures,
and analysis plan are developed with careful
consideration of program and evaluation life
cycle alignment and principles of Evolutionary
Evaluation. A clear benefit of working through
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the SEP is that the process: builds evaluation
capacity in terms of specific skills and knowl-
edge (modeling, life cycle analysis, evaluation
methodology, etc.); deepens staff understand-
ing of the program and ability to communicate
with stakeholders; and, cultivates skills, pat-
terns of thought, and commitment to evalua-
tion that constitute evaluative thinking (Urban
etal., 2015.

Pathway Models for Integrating
Research and Practice. Local character
development practitioners tend to be most
interested in shorter term outcomes and
improving their practice. The practitioners’
dilemma is that they operate on a local level
yet they are asked to demonstrate effects on
long-term, broader outcomes. Those who are
situated at a more global level of the system
(e.g., character development program funder
level) tend to be more interested in longer term
outcomes and focus on broad impact. The pro-
gram director’s dilemma is that they are
beholden to their funders and expected to
demonstrate large-scale impact often aggre-
gated across multiple local program sites. This
is a classic systems thinking problem, a part—
whole or local-global challenge (Young,
1999). How do we connect the varied local
experiences with the broader global outcomes
of interest? At the core of this systems chal-
lenge is the central role that program evalua-
tion, planning, the research evidence base, and
particularly detailed and clearly articulated
program modeling can play in making these
local—global connections.

The heart of the solution to this systems
challenge is pathway models which articulate
program theory and are based on work done in
theory-driven evaluation (Chen & Rossi,
1983) and logic modeling (Bickman, 1987;
McLaughlin & Jordan, 1999; W.K. Kellogg
Foundation, 2004). A well-articulated pathway
model (Figure 3) provides the foundation for
systematically and dynamically linking pro-
gram theory with the research evidence base.
Similar to logic models, pathway models pro-
vide a conceptual framework for describing
programs. However, while logic models rely
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on columnar representations that link whole
sets of activities to sets of outcomes, pathway
models make these connections more explicit
and precise by graphically depicting a network
of causal linkages, primary pathways and
nodes.

The SEP facilitates research-practice inte-
gration particularly during the process of link-
ing the pathway model with the research
evidence base. Combining the research litera-
ture with high-quality evaluation can help
build a strong case for the underlying theory of
change. We provide an example from the
Inspire Aspire character development program
in which youth reflect on personal strengths
and areas in need of improvement, research an
inspirational figure, and contemplate what
they can do to bring their vision for a better
world to life. The program culminates with the
youth creating a poster. The interested reader
is referred to Urban, Linver, Thompson,
Davidson, and Lorimer (2017) for an in-depth
discussion and case study of the SEP’s suc-
cessful application with Inspire Aspire.

Figure 4 zooms in on the first highlighted
throughline from the pathway model in Figure
3. In our evaluation of Inspire Aspire, we knew
that we would not be able to follow the youth
long enough to actually measure the long-term
outcome of interest. However, we were able to
measure the short- and medium-term out-
comes. We developed a tool to code student
posters for alignment between values and artic-
ulation of future ambitions (short-term out-
come). We went to the research literature and
found validated scales for measuring youth
goal setting (short-term outcome; Freund &
Baltes, 2002; Gestsdottir, Bowers, von Eye,
Napolitano, & Lerner, 2010) and we measured
whether there was an association between bet-
ter aligned posters (short-term outcome) and
scores on goal setting measures (short-term
outcome). We also found scales that measure
sense of purpose (Bundick et al., 2008; Steger,
Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006) and measured
whether there was an association between goal
setting (short-term outcome) and sense of pur-
pose (medium-term outcome). However, we
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did not have resources to follow-up with these
kids in the future to see if they also go on to
develop a commitment to a vision for a better
world (long-term outcome); but we have found
research that shows that increased sense of pur-
pose and goal setting abilities lead to a commit-
ment to a vision for a better world (Moran,
2014; Yeager, Bundick, & Johnson, 2012).
The research evidence-base can pick up where
we left off in our measurement and demon-
strate the logical connection to longer term out-
comes. Ultimately, our goal is to link the
evidence that is derived from a “local” evalua-
tion of a program with the more “global” evi-
dence that is generated by research, to identify
places where local evaluation efforts and the
research literature meet; in other words, to find
what we refer to as the “golden spike” (Urban
& Trochim, 2009). The development of the
pathway model and the subsequent linkage
with the research evidence base provides a
framework for identifying and supporting the
connections from short- and medium-term out-
comes to long-term ones. A pathway model
can provide a compelling rationale for explain-
ing how and why any given program can influ-
ence real change even if the only change they
are able to demonstrate in their own evaluation
is short-term and/or local.

CONCLUSIONS

Evaluation is essential to the continued growth
of the field of character development and Evo-
lutionary Evaluation which is aligned with
Relational Developmental Systems meta-the-
ory is particularly well-suited to the complex
challenges associated with evaluation of char-
acter development programs and systems. This
systems thinking perspective takes into
account the dynamic nature of character devel-
opment programs as well as the dynamic pro-
cesses character development programs aim to
address. The field of character development is
at a crossroads and it is time to make signifi-
cant investments in evaluation in order to
reach our shared goal of increasing the number
of flourishing people committed to enhancing
civil society. This must be done at both the
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macro, organizational level, as well as at the
more micro, program level. Funders must be
willing to invest in building evaluation sys-
tems. Organizations must be willing to invest
time and energy in building evaluation capac-
ity and evaluation policies. Program leaders
and practitioners must be committed to careful
evaluation planning. And, people at all levels
of the system must be willing to understand the
broader system, their place within it, and the
shared commitment needed to make meaning-
ful change. With these goals in mind, we can
collectively advance the evaluation of charac-
ter development programs.

NOTE

1. The Netway is currently available as a free web
service at http:/www.evaluationnetway.com/
that requires the user to register with a unique
Username and Password. The Netway incorpo-
rates extensive resources including the com-
plete documentation of both the SEP and the
web-based system itself.
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