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Often when we start talking about program evaluation, there is a loud groan in the room.  It is built up to be such a daunting task that program staff just doesn’t want to dive into it.  However, if you implement small steps, you can begin building a solid structure for evaluating your program.
#1 – The most important aspect is creating a document that outlines what you are going to do with regards to evaluation.  In it, you state how you will track program activities such as recruitment, screening, orientation, placement, matching system, training, support, and mentor retention.  Demographic information for mentors and mentees should also be included.  The document should also contain information on how you will measure changes in the program participants (pre- and post-surveys, focus groups, interviews, etc).  Each program needs to identify what they will track.  For some, it may be school attendance, academic performance, and self-confidence while for others it may be alcohol/drug use and discipline actions.

#2 – If you do not have all your demographics entered into a computer program, you need to start doing that now.  You can use simple spreadsheet or database software or work with Mentor Michigan to use MentorPro through the National Mentoring Partnership.  It is better to over track information versus realizing after an entire year you needed additional data.
#3 – To measure outcomes, you need to research tools online through the National Mentoring Partnership (www.mentoring.org) or through the National Mentoring Center (http://www.nwrel.org/mentoring/index.php).  If possible, hire an evaluator through a private firm or university to customize tools to use with your mentees, mentors, parents, and teachers.  This could cost anywhere from a few thousand dollars to tens of thousands depending on the tools and work you want them to conduct.  Before you make the decision you cannot afford it, call two or three potential contractors to get a price; you may be pleasantly surprised!

When you are looking for tools, keep the outcomes you identified in mind.  There are many free tools out there, but if they do not measure the goals of your program, there is no use implementing them.  You can start very simple pre- and post-surveys with your constituents to determine if there are positive outcomes with your youth.  You can also collect academic, attendance, and behavioral information.  All information you obtain should be entered with your demographic information into the computer.

While collecting outcome information, use this opportunity to also gather input from your constituents on program design and support.  Mentors, mentees, parents, and teachers can bring a great deal of value-added information to your program through a formal survey or interview.

#4 – Once you have taken the time, energy, and money to gather pertinent information, use it!  In your evaluation document, be sure to identify how you will utilize the data collected and what you will do to incorporate it into future program planning and implementation.  This information should not just sit in the computer to be pulled out when you need to write a grant.  It should be implemented into your strategic plan and into your every day practice when you are supporting mentors and mentees

#5 – Share your findings with your stakeholders.  Create a formal document (it can just be one page) that highlights the successes and the areas you need to work on.  This report needs to disclose the good AND the bad.  Often we do not want to look weak or show failure.  However, this information can show your need for future funding in specific areas to make improvements that will impact your youth.
