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I.  Introduction

National studies estimate that 3.5 million to 6 million people between the ages of 16 and 
24 are high school dropouts—meaning that they have not earned a high school diploma and are 
not now enrolled in high school.1  A disproportionate number of dropouts come from low-
income and minority families.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES), the share of 16- to 24-year olds who are out of school and lack a diploma or General 
Educational Development credential (GED) is four percent in the highest income quartile and 17 
percent in the lowest quartile.  Similarly, the dropout rate is six percent for white youth, 12 
percent for black youth, and 20 percent for Hispanic youth.2

While there is some disagreement among researchers about whether dropout rates have 
risen over time, what is clear is that the consequences of dropping out have increased 
dramatically, given trends in the labor market over the recent and not so recent past.  First, 
technological changes and other factors have increased employer demand for higher skilled 
workers, with the result that inflation-adjusted wages for less educated workers have fallen over 
the past several decades.3  On top of this, youth are finding it harder and harder to find jobs, 
reflecting what has been called a “collapse” in the young adult labor market.  Between 2000 and 
2008, for example, the share of all 16- to 24-year-olds with employment during the summer fell 
from 65 percent to 58 percent, falling to 49 percent during the recent recession.4  Employment 
rates are especially low for youth without a high school diploma.  Indeed, among young men 
who were not enrolled in school and did not have a high school diploma or GED, only one in two
was employed in 2010.5  High rates of youth unemployment are a concern given that early 
problems in the labor market can have lasting effects.6

1 National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of Education (Washington: National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2009), table A-20-1; Center for Labor Market Studies, Left Behind in America: The Nation’s Dropouts 
Crisis (Boston: Northeastern University Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009). 

2 National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics: 2007 (Washington: National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2008), tables 105 and 106. National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of 
Education (Washington: National Center for Education Statistics, 2009), table A-20-1. 

3 Economic Policy Institute, The State of Working America. 

4Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Youth employment and unemployment in July 2010.” 
http://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2010/ted_20100903.htm

5 Bureau of Labor Statistics, “College Enrollment and Work Activity of High School Graduates, News Release.” 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.t02.htm

6 Neumark, David. (2002). Youth Labor Markets in the United States: Shopping Around vs. Staying Put. The Review
of Economics and Statistics 84(3): 462-82.
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Adding to the problems faced by these youth is that a large fraction of them do not go on 
for further education.  A recent study documented that among dropouts from low-income 
families, for example, only half of them went on to earn either a high school diploma (16 
percent) or a GED (34 percent) within eight years after scheduled graduation.7  The GED by 
itself has generally not been found to have much return in the labor market, although there is 
evidence that it may lead to earnings increases in the longer-term for some groups.8  The GED 
can also be a route to post-secondary education, although a minority of GED recipients go on to 
enroll in college and even fewer complete a degree.9

 
Finding ways to reengage high school dropouts and help them make a successful 

transition to adulthood is one of our nation’s central social policy challenges.  However, the 
realities of today’s labor market pose a particular challenge for out-of-school youth, who are no 
longer connected to institutions designed to provide them with training and link them to good 
jobs.  YouthBuild is one such “second chance” program.  Targeted largely to high school 
dropouts, the program provides construction-related training, educational services, counseling 
and leadership development opportunities to low-income, out-of-school youth ages 16-to-24.  
Having grown from a single program in New York City to a large national network of more than 
240 programs serving more than 9,000 youth per year, YouthBuild is one the most promising 
models for addressing the needs of out-of-school youth.  

In 2007, responsibility for federal funding of YouthBuild was placed under the 
Department of Labor’s (DOL) Employment and Training Administration (ETA).  Since that 
time, DOL has provided grants to over 200 programs.  The Corporation for Community and 
National Service (CNCS) is another major funder of YouthBuild programs, providing grants to 
more than 50 programs through its National Direct and state grants.  

In July 2010, ETA contracted with MDRC, Mathematica Policy Research and Social 
Policy Research Associates to conduct a rigorous evaluation of DOL-funded YouthBuild 
programs, in order to measure the program’s effects on the young people it serves.  DOL also has
an agreement with CNCS to include in the evaluation a number of YouthBuild programs that do 
not receive DOL funding but do receive funding from CNCS.  

7 David Hurst, Dana Kelly, and Daniel Princiotta, Educational Attainment of High School Dropouts 8 Years Later 
(Washington: National Center for Education Statistics, 2004).

8 Heckman, James, John Humphries, and Nicholas Mader. (2010). “The GED.” National Bureau of Economic 
Research, Working Paper, No. 16064. Murnane, Richard, John Willett, and Kathryn Boudett. (1999). “Do Male 
Dropouts Benefit from Obtaining a GED, Postsecondary Education, and Training?” Evaluation Review, Vol 23, No. 
5.

9 Heckman, James, John Humphries, and Nicholas Mader. (2010). “The GED.” National Bureau of Economic 
Research, Working Paper, No. 16064
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This report presents the proposed evaluation design.  In brief, the evaluation will consist 
of the following key elements:

 
 A random assignment research design.  Eligible and interested youth at select 

programs will be assigned at random to either a YouthBuild group, eligible to enroll in 
YouthBuild, or a control group, not eligible to enroll in YouthBuild but eligible for other 
services in the community.

 A total of 60 DOL-funded YouthBuild programs and 23 CNCS-only-funded 
programs.  From the universe of programs awarded DOL funding in 2011, 60 programs 
were randomly selected for the impact component of the evaluation, with larger programs
having a higher probability of selection.  The 23 CNCS-only-funded programs represent 
the universe of programs that did not receive DOL funding but did receive grants of 
$95,000 or more from CNCS in 2011.  

 Follow-up surveys and administrative records data to track program effects for four
years.  Three surveys will be administered to youth 12, 30, and 48 months after their 
enrollment in the study.  The surveys will focus on service receipt, employment, 
educational attainment, criminal justice involvement, living arrangements, YouthBuild 
experiences, and social-emotional development.  Administrative records data covering 
post-secondary enrollment and employment and earnings will also be obtained.  

 A full sample of about 4,200 youth and a survey sample of 2,700 youth.  Assuming 
that the average program will have 50 applicants, the total evaluation sample from 83 
programs will be approximately 4,200 youth.  Administrative records data will be 
available for the full sample.  The surveys will be fielded to a randomly drawn subset of 
the full sample, yielding data on 2,700 youth.  

 A process analysis to document variation across the sites in program components 
and fidelity.  This analysis will explore the design and operations of the YouthBuild 
programs, the perceptions and experiences of the participating youth, and the local 
context in which each program operates.  The analysis will be supplemented by a survey 
administered to all DOL- and CNCS-funded grantees, including programs not selected 
for the impact component of the evaluation.  

This report discusses each aspect of the evaluation in more detail, including strategies for 
selecting programs into the evaluation, assessing program fidelity, collecting follow-up data, 
estimating program impacts in key domains, and measuring the program’s cost effectiveness.  
The next two sections provide background on the YouthBuild program and other research on 
programs serving youth, in order to provide important context for the evaluation.
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II.  YouthBuild

YouthBuild is a federally and privately funded program that provides construction-related
training, educational services, counseling and leadership development opportunities to 
disadvantaged youth.  As part of their training in construction, participants work on renovating or
constructing new housing for low-income or homeless people.  Eligibility is typically limited to 
out-of-school youth ages 16-to-24, who are from a low-income family, in foster care, are ex-
offenders, migrants, disabled, or are children of incarcerated parents.  

The eligibility requirements mean that the program serves a quite disadvantaged segment 
of the youth population.  For example, among programs that received DOL grants in 2009, 95 
percent of YouthBuild participants lacked a high school diploma or GED when they entered the 
program and 31 percent had a criminal record.  In addition, a majority of participants were ages 
18-to-21, male, and African-American, Latino or Native American.10

The more than 200 programs across the country are quite diverse in terms of structure and 
size.  For example, some programs are community-based organizations (CBOs) or faith-based 
organizations, while other YouthBuild programs are run by local government agencies or 
educational institutions.  As one example, at least 40 YouthBuild programs are now diploma-
granting schools.  Some programs are relatively small, serving 8-to-10 youth per year, while others 
serve 75 or more youth per year.  Most programs are somewhere in the middle, serving between 30 
and 35 youth per year. 

All of these programs are modeled after the original YouthBuild program—the East 
Harlem Youth Action Program (YAP) founded in the late 1970s.  In the late 1980s and early 
1990s, other programs modeled on YAP were developed under the program’s new name, 
YouthBuild.  To support these replication efforts, key staff from YAP founded YouthBuild USA 
in 1988 to provide technical assistance and training to new YouthBuild programs.  Then, in 
1992, under the umbrella of YouthBuild USA, a number of local YouthBuild programs came 
together to form the YouthBuild Affiliated Network made up of programs that agreed to uphold 
certain standards for performance and program design and to support advocacy efforts on behalf 
of the program and low-income youth.

That same year, YouthBuild supporters succeeded in passing Federal legislation to 
support the program’s national expansion.  This legislation, part of the Housing and Community 
Development Act, placed responsibility for funding YouthBuild through an annual, competitive 
process under the auspices of the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD).  Administration of the Federal YouthBuild program by HUD continued until 2007 when 
Congress approved an amendment to the Workforce Investment Act to transfer responsibility for 
YouthBuild to the Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration.  

10 DOL YouthBuild MIS.  
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In addition to funding from DOL, about 50 of the programs nationwide receive funding 
from CNCS through its National Direct grant to YouthBuild USA.11 (The majority of these 
programs also received funding from DOL in 2009.) These programs –YouthBuild AmeriCorps 
programs—place a strong emphasis on the community service component of the program and on 
post-secondary enrollment.  A distinguishing feature of YouthBuild AmeriCorps programs is that
participants are eligible for education awards upon completion of YouthBuild, ranging from 
about $1,400 to $5,500 depending on their hours of service and other activities in YouthBuild.  

Finally, other sources of funding include state-funding;12 Average Daily Attendance 
money for those grantees that are accredited schools; grants that fund pre-apprenticeship 
projects, “green building,” and mentoring; and grants for the National Schools Initiative (NSI), 
which is a Gates Foundation initiative designed to improve educational outcomes and build links 
to post-secondary education.  More recently, 19 programs have been part of the YouthBuild 
Post-Secondary Education Initiative, funded by several organizations, which aims to develop 
strategies to help YouthBuild participants enroll and persist in college.  

a. Program components

YouthBuild is one of the set of youth programs that attempt to incorporate youth 
development principles into their design.  Most YouthBuild participants spend from 8-to-12 
months full-time in the program receiving a variety of services, including stipends, wages, or 
living allowances.  These services typically include some kind of assessment, a “mental 
toughness” orientation, educational activities, vocational training, leadership training and 
community service, counseling, support services, job placement, and follow-up services: 

 Assessment.  Most programs administer basic skills tests such as the Test of Adult Basic 
Education (TABE) to determine the level of assistance that is needed for youth to attain a 
diploma or GED.  In addition, many grantees conduct one-on-one interviews with youth 
to collect information on participant goals and barriers to success and conduct criminal 
background checks and test youth for drugs to determine youths’ supportive service 
needs.  Some programs screen out substantial numbers of youth who they believe are not 
academically or emotionally ready for the program.  

 Mental Toughness Orientation (MTO).  These orientations may last up to four weeks 
and are intended to help prepare youth for the rigors of the program by facilitating group 
bonding, helping youth to develop trust in staff, and emphasizing goal setting and 
overcoming obstacles.  This orientation also provides an opportunity for program staff to 
assess each youth’s readiness to participate fully in the program.  Following successful 

11 CNCS also funds several YouthBuild programs through grants to State Service Commissions.

12For example, Massachusetts YouthBuild grantees have a line item within the state budget that provides them 
funding each year.
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completion of MTO, youth are formally enrolled in YouthBuild and begin receiving the 
core services of the program.  (Note that some programs may not have a formal MTO 
component or may have a similar type of orientation but not refer to it as MTO.  For 
simplicity, throughout the design report we refer to the upfront orientations as MTO.) 

 Educational Activities.  Participants must be offered educational services at least 50 
percent of the time that they are in the program.  These services can include basic skills 
instruction, remedial education, bilingual education, alternative education leading to a 
high school diploma or GED, counseling or assistance in attaining post-secondary 
education and financial aid, and alternative secondary school services.  

 Vocational Training.  Participants generally spend most of the remaining half of their 
time in the program in construction training, in which they rehabilitate or build housing 
for low-income or homeless people.  While YouthBuild seeks to expand the supply of 
“permanent affordable housing” through its construction work, most programs renovate 
or build only a few units per year.13 

 Leadership Training and Community Service.  Every YouthBuild program that is part 
of the YouthBuild USA Affiliated Network is required to have a policy committee of 
youth elected to represent their peers.  These youth meet regularly with the staff to 
discuss all aspects of the program and make recommendations for policy decisions.  For 
leadership training, most programs operate a participant-run “advisory council” that 
provides youth with opportunities for leadership development.  Youth also participate in 
community service activities through organized volunteering opportunities at local 
organizations and/or engage in public speaking events to advocate for YouthBuild.

 Counseling and Other Supportive Services.  YouthBuild programs commonly provide 
counseling, support services, job placement, and follow-up services.  Counseling and 
support services—either on-site or by referral—are usually available to youth to assist 
them in dealing with personal problems, mental health issues, substance abuse, 
pregnancy, violence, sexually-transmitted diseases prevention, transportation to and from 
the site, childcare and housing.  Most programs also provide participants with a modest 
stipend for work at the construction site or subsidized work experience while in the 
program.  Finally, most programs offer job development and placement services, 
including training in resume writing and interviewing.  

13Recognizing that a sizable proportion of YouthBuild participants are not interested in construction as a career, a 
growing number of YouthBuild grantees are offering other forms of vocational training as part of their programs, 
including landscaping, maintenance, and computer certification (i.e., Microsoft Office certification), among others.  
The core vocational training of the majority of the programs, however, remains in the construction field. Prior to 
2012, DOL grants could only be used to fund YouthBuild slots that offered construction training.  
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b. Performance standards 

Although HUD never established program performance standards required for 
Federally-funded YouthBuild sites, upon transfer of the program to DOL, YouthBuild 
grantees funded by ETA became subject to the same measures for enrollee performance 
used by most ETA-funded programs, referred to as the “common measures.” Specifically,
YouthBuild grantees are subject to the youth common measures, which include 
placement in employment or education, attainment of a degree or certificate, and literacy 
and numeracy gains. Performance for the program is assessed on these three key 
measures.  

In addition to these Federal standards, YouthBuild-specific program design and 
performance standards were first developed in 1992 by YouthBuild USA’s Affiliated Network 
and have been regularly updated every few years.  The current standards include benchmarks for 
attendance, retention, job placement, educational attainment, civic engagement, and literacy 
gains.  These measures are not formal performance measures used by external funders of the 
program, but do represent key areas that YouthBuild USA views as important indicators of 
performance.  

III.  Findings from Earlier Research

a. Evaluations of other programs for disadvantaged youth

Second-chance programs have long offered opportunities for young people who leave the
K-12 education system without earning a diploma.  Ranging from large national programs or 
networks like Job Corps and YouthBuild to small independent programs run by churches or 
community-based organizations, these programs typically provide some combination of 
education, training, employment, counseling, and social services.  Some, like Job Corps and 
YouthBuild, have dedicated streams of federal funding, while others piece together funding from
the Workforce Investment Act (WIA) and other state and local sources.  Many programs target 
specific subsets of youth, such as those with disabilities or those in the foster care or juvenile 
justice systems, reflecting the availability of targeted funding for those groups.  High school 
dropouts are typically overrepresented among these vulnerable populations.  

 Table 1 describes eleven rigorous evaluations of employment- or education-focused 
programs serving high school dropouts that have been conducted over the past thirty years (a few
of the programs served both dropouts and in-school youth).  The table focuses on major studies 
that used random-assignment designs.14 

14 The exception is the Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot Projects, which compared YIEPP sites to other 
neighborhoods or cities. YIEPP served both in-school and out-of-school youth.
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The evaluated programs are grouped according to their primary service approach.  The 
first three programs—the National Supported Work Demonstration, the Youth Incentive 
Entitlement Pilot Projects (YIEPP), and the American Conservation and Youth Service Corps—
relied heavily on paid (or stipended) work experience, while the next six—JOBSTART, the 
National Job Training Partnership Act, New Chance, the Center for Employment and Training 
(CET), Job Corps, and National Guard Youth ChalleNGe— focused more on job training or 
education.  The last two—the Teenage Parent Demonstration and the Ohio Learning, Earning, 
and Parenting program (LEAP)—were mandatory, welfare-based programs that encouraged or 
required teenage mothers to work or go to school.  

Overall, the evaluations tell a mixed story.  Several of the studies found that young 
people in the program group were substantially more likely than their control group counterparts 
to earn a GED or another credential, but many of those same programs did not lead to positive 
effects on employment or earnings.  The CET replication study, for example, found large 
increases in the receipt of a training certificate after four years (58 percent for the program group
versus 37 percent for the control group) but had no effects on employment or earnings.15  The 
JOBSTART and New Chance studies had similar findings, although those programs led to 
increases in GED receipt rather than in vocational certificates.

Job Corps is one of the few programs that led to positive effects on employment and 
earnings, although those effects faded after the fourth year of follow-up.  The evaluators noted 
that the provision of longer-term services and placement support may be important to producing 
lasting impacts and that many of the programs began changing in this direction towards the end 
of the evaluation period.16 Another explanation for the lack of sustained effects may be that the 

15 Early positive effects observed for women in the study faded by the 54-month point.

16 Schochet, Peter, John Burghardt, and Sheena McConnell. (2006). National Job Corps Study and Longer-Term 
Follow-up Study: Impact and Benefit-Cost Findings Using Survey and Summary Earnings Records Data. Princeton, 
NJ: Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.  
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Evaluation (Dates) Target group Program model
Sample size        

(Number of sites) Summary of results

Work programs

National Supported Work 
Demonstration (1976-81)

17- to 20-year-old high 
school dropouts (one of 
four target groups)

Paid work experience, with 
graduated stress

861 youth (15 sites) Large increases in employment initially, but no 
lasting impacts for youth target group

Youth Incentive 
Entitlement Pilot Projects 
(YIEPP) (1977-81)

16- to 19-year-olds from 
low-income families who 
had not graduated from 
high school

Guaranteed part-time and 
summer jobs conditioned on 
school attendance

82,000 youth (17 sites) Large, short-term increases in employment; no 
impacts on school outcomes

American Conservation 
and Youth Service Corps 
(1993-96)

Mostly 18- to 25-year-old 
out-of-school youth

Paid work experience in 
community service projects; 
education and training; 
support services

1,009 youth (4 sites) Increases in employment and decreases in arrests, 
particularly for African-American males 

Education and training programs

JOBSTART (1985-93) 17- to 21-year-old high 
school dropouts with low 
reading levels

Education, training, support 
services, job placement 
assistance

2,300 youth (13 sites) Increases in GED receipt; few impacts on labor 
market outcomes (except in CET site)

National Job Training 
Partnership Act (out-of-
school youth analysis) 
(1987-94)

Disadvantaged 16- to 21-
year-old out-of-school 
youth

Education, job skills 
training, job placement, on-
the- job training and support 
services

5,690 youth (16 sites) No earnings impacts for females or male non-
arrestees. Possibly negative impacts for male 
arrestees 

New Chance (1989-92) 16- to 22-year-old teenage 
mothers who were high 
school dropouts

Wide range of education, 
employment, and family 
services

2,000 youth (16 sites) Increases in GED receipt; no impacts on labor 
market outcomes

(continued)

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 1

Selected Rigorous Evaluations of Programs for High School Dropouts
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Evaluation (Dates) Target group Program model
Sample size       

(Number of sites) Summary of results

Center for Employment 
Training (CET) 
Replication (1995-99)

Disadvantaged, out-of-
school youth, ages 16 to 
21

Education and vocational 
training

1,500 youth (12 sites) Few impacts on employment and earnings overall; 
some impacts for younger youth

Job Corps (1994-2003) Disadvantaged youth, ages 
16 to 24

Employment, education, and 
training in a (mostly) 
residential setting 

15,386 youth 
(nationwide) 

Earnings and employment impacts in years 3 to 4 
of the study period; impacts faded after year 4, 
according to administrative data. Results appear 
stronger for older youth (20 to 24 years old) 

National Guard Youth 
ChalleNGe (2005-present)

High school dropouts, 
ages 16 to 18 who are 
drug free and not heavily 
involved with the justice 
system

Education, service to 
community, and other 
components in a quasi-
military residential setting; 
12-month postresidential 
mentoring program 

3,000 youth (10 sites 
nationwide) 

Early results show large increases in diploma or 
GED receipt and smaller gains in employment, 
college enrollment, and other outcomes

Mandatory Programs for Teen Parents on Welfare

Teenage Parent 
Demonstration (1987-91)

Teenage parents receiving 
welfare

Mandatory education, 
training, and employment-
related services; support 
services (case management, 
workshops, etc.)

6,000 youth (3 sites) One of three programs increased high school 
graduation; increases in employment and earnings 

Ohio Learning, Earning, 
and Parenting Program 
(LEAP) (1989-97)

Teen mothers under age 
20 who are on welfare and 
do not have a GED or high 
school diploma

Financial incentives and 
sanctions based on school 
enrollment and attendance

7,017 teens (12 Ohio 
counties)

Increases in GED receipt and some earnings gains 
for initially enrolled teens

(continued)

Table 1 (continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

SOURCES: Rebecca Maynard, The Impact of Supported Work on Young School Dropouts (New York: MDRC, 1980); Judith Gueron, Lessons from a Job Guarantee: 
The Youth Incentive Entitlement Pilot Projects (New York: MDRC, 1984); JoAnn Jastrzab, Julie Masker, John Blomquist, and Larry Orr, Impacts of Service: Final 
Report on the Evaluation of the American Conservation and Youth Service Corps (Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates, 1996); George Cave, Hans Bos, Fred Doolittle, 
and Cyril Toussaint, JOBSTART: Final Report on a Program for School Dropouts (New York: MDRC, 1993); Larry L. Orr, Howard S. Bloom, Stephen H. Bell, Fred 
Doolittle, Winston Lin, and George Cave, Does Training for the Disadvantaged Work? Evidence from the National JTPA Study (Cambridge, MA: Abt Associates, 
1997); Janet Quint, Johannes Bos, and Denise Polit, New Chance: Final Report on a Comprehensive Program for Young Mothers in Poverty and Their Children (New 
York: MDRC, 1997); Cynthia Miller, Johannes M. Bos, Kristin E. Porter, Fannie M. Tseng, and Yasuyo Abe, The Challenge of Repeating Success in a Changing 
World: Final Report on the Center for Employment Training Replication Sites (New York: MDRC, 2005); Peter Schochet, John Burghardt, and Sheena McConnell, 
“Does Job Corps Work? Impact Findings from the National Job Corps Study,” American Economic Review 98, no. 5 (December 2008); Dan Bloom and Megan 
Millenky, 21-Month Results from the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program Evaluation (New York: MDRC, forthcoming); Ellen Eliason Kisker, Rebecca A. 
Maynard, and Anu Rangarajan, Moving Teenage Parents to Self-Sufficiency (Princeton: Mathematica Policy Research, 1998); Johannes Bos and Veronica Fellerath, 
Final Report on Ohio’s Welfare Initiative to Improve School Attendance Among Teenage Parents (New York: MDRC, 1997).
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increases in educational attainment were limited to GED receipt and short-term training 
certificates.  For example, 42 percent of the program group earned a GED within four years after 
entering the study, compared with 27 percent of the control group.  The program had no effects 
on college attendance.17 

Finally, the effects on earnings may have also faded given the composition of the control 
group, which consisted of youth who were motivated to apply for and attend Job Corps.  Their 
motivation levels were evidenced by their high rates of participation in education and training—
72 percent participated in an activity during the four-year follow-up period.  This issue is also 
relevant to the CET evaluation, where over 70 percent of youth in the control group participated 
in education or training during a four-year period.  In that study, although the program group had
higher rates of certificate receipt by month 48, both research groups had completed a similar 
number of hours in education or training.  

b. Evaluations of YouthBuild

Several studies of YouthBuild have been conducted over the past twenty years.  One of the
first, published in 1996, was a formative evaluation conducted from 1991 to 1994 by Ferguson 
and others of the first five YouthBuild replication sites.18 This study found that YouthBuild 
participants had been relatively successful compared to those in other programs serving similar 
populations of youth.  For example, a higher percentage of YouthBuild participants obtained a 
GED (20 percent) than did participants of comparable programs (nine percent, on average).19 In 
addition, 69 percent of YouthBuild participants who did not drop out for reasons such as illness or
death earned a positive termination from the program.  Of these positive terminations, the majority
were for full-time or part-time employment or enrollment in school or training.20 

The evaluation also found that two-thirds of YouthBuild participants who were employed
immediately after leaving YouthBuild had jobs in construction.  However, while the YouthBuild 
program was generally successful in producing job-ready workers, it was not as successful in 

17 The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe program, the most recent to be evaluated, led to an increase in GED receipt
and in college enrollment after 21 months. It is too early to tell whether these effects will lead to impacts on 
employment and earings.

18Ronald Ferguson, Philip L. Clay, Jason C. Snipes, and Phoebe Roaf.  YouthBuild in Developmental Perspective:  A
Formative Evaluation of the YouthBuild Demonstration Project.  September, 1996.

19 GED attainment rates for YouthBuild participants were compared with in-program impacts from several other 
programs, some of which were estimated with a non-experimental comparison group.

20 A few cases were deemed positive terminations because the youth stayed for the maximum program period, and 
the remainder were listed as positive, but unspecified.
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producing youth who had obtained the skill level needed to enter an apprenticeship in 
construction.  This was an important finding because youth who complete apprenticeships are 
then eligible for higher paying, union construction jobs.

This high performance of YouthBuild relative to comparable programs was achieved 
despite some critical challenges experienced by programs that were struggling to raise sufficient 
funds to operate, since each of the sites were demonstration efforts that had no Federal source of 
funding.  Further, some of the programs struggled with their inexperience in managing 
construction projects, which created some difficulties in finding appropriate projects and 
arranging projects and contracts to achieve timely completion of the work.

The study team conducted simulations and multivariate analyses to examine differences 
in program outcomes, and concluded that differences in performance between the programs were
due in equal measure to differences in the characteristics of youth they served and to differences 
in the quality of program implementation.  In terms of youth characteristics, a number of factors 
helped predict either positive terminations from the program or GED attainment, including the 
participant’s age, basic skill levels, goals, and his or her belief in the efficacy of knowledge and 
effort, as opposed to chance, in determining lifetime earnings.  

Finally, the authors developed a model of the stages of development youth must pass 
through in order to most benefit from their YouthBuild participation.  Modeled on Erik Erikson’s
work, these stages include trust versus mistrust, autonomy versus shame and doubt, initiative 
versus guilt, industry versus inferiority, and identity versus identity confusion.  Critical to 
success, according to this model, is that youth must build positive relationships with staff of the 
programs, but also that they use the staff as supports for their personal development.

Another, smaller-scale study of a YouthBuild Welfare-to-Work (WtW) program, 
published in 2001, also found relatively positive outcomes for YouthBuild participants.21 
YouthBuild USA received a grant in 1998 to fund 10 YouthBuild programs to work with 
Welfare-to-Work eligible trainees for two program cycles.  Despite having served a higher 
percentage of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program recipients than was 
typical for YouthBuild, participants in the YouthBuild WtW programs were more likely than 
participants in non-YouthBuild WtW programs to be placed in jobs at the end of the program, 
and they earned higher wages.  

A survey of YouthBuild graduates from a subset of established YouthBuild sites also 
found that graduates fared relatively well after leaving the program.22 This study, published in 
2004, found that 75 percent of YouthBuild graduates were either enrolled in postsecondary 

21 Anne Wright, The YouthBuild Welfare to Work program:  Its Outcomes and Policy Implications (Somerville, MA,
2001).

22 Andrew Hahn, Thomas D. Leavitt, Erin McNamara Horvat, James Earl Davis.  Life After YouthBuild:  900 
YouthBuild Graduates Reflect on their Lives, Dreams and Experiences (Somerville, MA, 2004).  
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education or job training or were working in jobs for an average wage of at least $10 per hour.  
Ninety-two percent also expressed positive emotions, a solid self-image, and optimism about the 
future; 76 percent reported not receiving food stamps, Unemployment Insurance (UI), or TANF; 
and only nine percent reported being convicted of a felony after participating in the program 
compared with 27 percent prior to the program.  These graduates also provided strongly positive 
overall evaluations of their YouthBuild experience.  However, many expressed a need for 
continued access to services after graduation.  The majority of YouthBuild graduates entered the 
program facing the challenges of poverty, substance abuse, and/or criminal records, for example,
and these problems continued to weigh on them after graduation.  

By contrast, the primary study funded by HUD of 20 YouthBuild programs operating from 
1996 through 1999 found less positive results.23 The report authors concluded that YouthBuild was a
relatively expensive program, given that certain outcomes for program participants appeared no 
better on average than outcomes for control group youth in studies of other programs, including 
JOBSTART and Job Corps.  For example, only 36 percent of all participants obtained jobs on exit, 
and only 13 percent of all participants found jobs in construction.  The study attributed this low rate 
to several factors, including the fact that many participants were not interested in construction as a 
career and that, in many communities, few entry-level construction jobs were available.  The study 
also reported that approximately 50 percent of participants dropped out of the program, though this 
drop-out rate varied somewhat by site, depending on the site’s recruitment and enrollment policy.  
The difference between this study’s conclusions and those of Ferguson et al, may be due to 
differences in the programs analyzed, samples and time periods used, and methods of comparison.24 
They highlight the need for a rigorous evaluation of YouthBuild’s effects.

Additional studies have focused on smaller components of the program, or only on a 
small subset of grantees.  Drawing on a survey of 695 YouthBuild participants (primarily those 
who participated in YouthBuild in 2004 and 2005), one study sought to assess post-secondary 
education related outcomes associated with Education Awards made under the AmeriCorps 
program.25 This study found a range of encouraging outcomes.  For example, YouthBuild 
completers who were Americorps members were significantly more likely to have applied to and
been accepted at post-secondary schools or training institutions than were non-AmeriCorps 
members.  However, they were not more likely to have enrolled in such institutions, although 
most youth were surveyed within only their first year or two after leaving YouthBuild.

23 Applied Real Estate Analysis, Inc.  Evaluation of the YouthBuild Program (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development, 2003).

24 For example, Ferguson et al., compared YouthBuild participants’ outcomes to the in-program impacts of other 
programs, whereas the HUD study compared YouthBuild participants’ outcomes to outcomes for the control groups 
in other studies. 

25 Andrew Hahn and Tom Leavitt, The Efficacy of Education Awards in YouthBuild AmeriCorps Programs 
(Somerville, MA, 2007)
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A more recent study (released in 2009) was a process study of the YouthBuild Youth 
Offender programs, including 34 grantees that had received special grants from DOL to serve 
these youth.26 This evaluation documented broad variation across the programs in term of a 
number of program components, including the duration and purposes of mental toughness 
orientation, the types of educational services offered, and the quality of vocational training 
participants receive.  Grantees also varied substantially in the intensity of their case management,
with some providing intensive and numerous interactions and others adopting more of a laissez-
faire approach.  

In terms of outcomes, more than 68 percent of youth ex-offender participants completed 
the program either by graduating or through early job placement.  While only nine percent of 
youth offenders entered the program with their GED or high school diploma, more than one-third
(36.3 percent) obtained one of them after entering YouthBuild.  Additionally, nearly two-thirds 
of all youth offenders were placed in unsubsidized employment, an educational activity, or 
occupational training.  Finally, the majority of youth ex-offender participants (74.6 percent) did 
not re-offend or have their probation or parole revoked during the follow-up period after entering
YouthBuild.  

The study also found that grantees located in urban areas, with lower student-to-
classroom teacher ratios, that had active Youth Policy Councils, that owned and/or managed 
their own worksites, and that linked vocational instruction to academic instruction tended to have
higher rates of employment among their youth ex-offenders.  In terms of educational attainment, 
grantees that were charter schools tended to have higher rates of high school or GED completion,
and grantees that were independent entities, rather than part of a larger sponsoring agency, had 
lower rates of high school diploma or GED attainment.  Participants in sites that had lower 
student-to-staff and lower student-to-classroom teacher ratios had better educational outcomes.  

Another recent study, focusing on YouthBuild programs that receive AmeriCorps 
funding, also found that lower student-to-teacher ratios were strongly correlated with higher 
GED attainment.27 In addition, offering a high school diploma option was positively related to 
GED attainment, as was having in-house GED programs rather than contracting for GED 
instruction.  Further, students in programs with schedules that had used a one-week-off, one-
week-on schedule or alternating construction and academics within any given week (rather than 
alternating every two weeks or longer) had better odds of getting their GEDs.  In terms of 
participant characteristics, math skills at program entry were strongly correlated with the 
likelihood of attaining a GED.  

26 Wally Abrazaldo et al., Evaluation of the YouthBuild Youth Offender Grants: Final Report (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, 2009).

27 Mike Midling and Jill Leufgen, An Analysis of GED Attainment at YouthBuild AmeriCorps Programs (Oakland, 
CA, 2010).
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In general, the earlier studies of YouthBuild suggest that program completers have fared 
well, especially considering the critical barriers they have had to overcome to find employment 
or increase their educational attainment.  In addition, program fidelity and certain program 
features are associated with participant outcomes.  However, the key limitation of these studies is
the lack of a credible comparison group, making it difficult to determine how many participants 
would have achieved these outcomes even in the absence of the program.

c. Implications for the YouthBuild evaluation

Taken as a whole, the prior research on youth programs in general and YouthBuild in 
particular suggest a number of implications for the evaluation.  

 It will be important to document the variation across programs in fidelity to the 
YouthBuild model and program features.  The earlier research found significant 
variation across programs in fidelity, quality, and in certain program features.  Examples 
include the length of MTO, quality of instruction, student-teacher ratios, the type of 
organization, and the extent of post program follow-up.  The research cited above 
suggests that many of these factors may influence the effects of the program.  

 It will be important to look at effects by education focus.  The difficulty youth 
programs have had in achieving sustained increases in economic outcomes may be 
traced, in part, to the educational goal of most programs—to help participants pass the 
GED exam.  Many studies have concluded that the labor market does not, in fact, view 
the GED as equivalent to a high school diploma.  Studies have also shown that 
postsecondary education pays off as much for GED holders as for high school graduates, 
but that only a small minority of GED holders complete even one year of postsecondary 
education.28 YouthBuild includes a mix of programs, some targeting the GED and some 
focused on high school diplomas (and some focused on both credentials) and, as noted 
earlier, is also increasingly focused on transitions to post-secondary education.  The 
CNCS-funded, Americorp YouthBuild programs also have a post-secondary focus, 
providing education awards for graduates.  

 Program effects are likely to vary by the types of youth served.  Research on other 
youth programs has found differences in effects across certain characteristics, such as age
and arrest history.  In addition, YouthBuild studies document differences in outcomes 
across several youth characteristics, such as age, basic skill levels, and goals.

28John Tyler, “The General Educational Development Credential: History, Current Research and Directions for 
Policy and Practice,” in Review of Adult Learning and Literacy, volume 5 (Boston: National Center for the Study of 
Adult Learning and Literacy, 2005).

16



 It will be critical to document the services received by youth in the control group.  In
any voluntary program, youth who apply are likely to be a self-selected and motivated 
group.  This issue is especially relevant to YouthBuild, given that staff often screens 
applicants and accepts only those who demonstrate motivation and commitment.  Thus, 
the young people who are assigned to the control group, ineligible for YouthBuild, are 
likely to seek out other programs in the community and may even enroll in services that 
are fairly similar to YouthBuild.  In this case, as was the case for the CET evaluation, it 
will be important to document the “treatment” difference in services between the program
and control groups in order to interpret the impact findings.  

 It will be important to examine effects on youth development outcomes.  Although 
effects on educational attainment and employment and earnings will be a key focus of the
evaluation, it will be important to not lose sight of other types of outcomes, such as social
and emotional development, and community engagement.  Earlier YouthBuild studies 
documented a significant transformation among graduates in their aspirations and beliefs.
As noted in one study, for example, graduates now had more ability to envision a better 
life and the sense that they had a right to claim that life.  Effects on these types of 
outcomes are important in their own right.  They are not only explicit goals of the 
YouthBuild program but can be precursors to self-sufficiency.29  

IV.  Conceptual Framework

Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework that will guide the analysis.  YouthBuild 
generally begins with an upfront screening process to identify youth who staff feel will benefit 
from the program.  This process includes both an initial assessment, which may involve basic 
skills tests and interviews, and the MTO phase.  While some critics view this upfront process as 
“creaming,” YouthBuild staff often describe it as essential to the program’s success, since they 
believe that some eligible youth are simply not ready to benefit from the program.  Moreover, 
they argue, MTO plays a critical role by building a strong, positive group identity among the 
cohort of youth.  The screening and MTO phase are not expected, by themselves, to lead to 
impacts but may affect the impacts of the program by determining the types of youth who 
receive the core YouthBuild services.  

Most youth who make it through MTO are enrolled and offered a rich and unusual mix of
services and supports, including education, vocational training, leadership training, community 
service, counseling and supportive services, and, in the case of CNCS-funded programs, an 
education award to help cover the costs of post-secondary education.

29 Heckman and colleagues, for example, find effects on labor market outcomes of measures of locus of control and 
self-esteem.  Heckman, James, Jora Stixrud, and Sergio Urzua (2006). “The Effects of Cognitive and Noncognitive 
Abilities on Labor Market Outcomes and Social Behavior,” Journal of Labor Economics, Vol. 24 No. 3.
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The youth development services are what distinguish YouthBuild from more traditional 
youth employment programs.  In the YouthBuild context, youth development includes a strong 
emphasis on leadership (youth typically play an active role in running the program), community 
service and activism, and intensive, personalized support and counseling from staff.  Many 
experts believe that effective second-chance programs for youth must focus on developing the 
“whole person,” not just providing training and education, because disadvantaged youth often 
lack opportunities for positive developmental experiences in their homes, schools, and 
communities.

As youth near the end of the formal program, staff helps them find jobs or enroll in 
further education.  Follow-up services, both formal and informal, may continue for many months
after official participation ends.  When successful, this cluster of services, opportunities, and 
relationships (along with stipends or wages) binds youth to the program, addressing a critical 
weakness in many youth programs – low levels of retention.  

This lengthy, intensive, multi-faceted intervention is hypothesized to create a number of 
positive changes for participants.  Most concretely, youth may emerge from the program with an 
educational credential (or at least literacy and numeracy gains), work experience (even if they 
are not interested in construction, the worksite experience builds generic job readiness skills), 
and a job that staff helped them find.  They might also be enrolled in post-secondary education.  
Less tangibly, YouthBuild aims to stimulate lasting attitudinal changes that will keep the young 
person on a positive trajectory.  As described in the earlier studies, the program aims to help 
youth see themselves differently – as young adults who have the power to affect their own 
circumstances and to bring about positive changes in their communities.  Key effects in the 
short-term, then, include new educational credentials, jobs, changes in self-perception, and 
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possibly changes in peer groups.  Also, because youth have been positively engaged in the 
program, one would expect to see less crime and delinquency.

Over the longer-term, one would hope to see increases in earnings (from higher 
employment rates and higher wages), continued increases in education (hopefully in the post-
secondary system), continued desistence from crime, more stable living arrangements, improved 
health and well-being, and less out-of-wedlock childbearing.  Eventually, outcomes like marriage
and family formation might appear.

The bottom panel of the conceptual framework illustrates the importance of community 
context and individual factors in mediating the program’s potential impacts.  In terms of 
community context, for example, the availability of services in the community may diminish the 
program’s effects if applicants who do not make it into YouthBuild can readily access other 
services for youth.  The economy will likely also affect program impacts, although it is not 
always clear in what direction.  Similarly, the types of youth the programs serve can have 
important effects on outcomes.  YouthBuild might have different effects for youth who enter the 
program with higher basic skills, compared with effects for their counterparts with lower reading
and math levels.

V.  Program Selection and Expected Sample Size

The evaluation will include 83 YouthBuild programs, 60 of the 74 programs awarded 
grants by DOL in 2011 and 23 of the 40 programs that did not receive DOL funding in 2011 but 
received funding from CNCS.  The latter programs will be referred to as CNCS-only-funded 
programs, although they may receive funding from other, non-DOL sources.  DOL and CNCS 
chose to include the CNCS only-funded sites in the evaluation in order to examine whether 
program impacts vary by funding source.  As noted earlier, CNCS-funded programs tend to have
a greater focus on the community service component of the program and on enrollment in post-
secondary education, reinforced in large part by the education awards available for youth who 
complete their programs.

In deciding on the total number of programs to include in the impact component of the 
evaluation, we attempted to balance the objectives of 1) maximizing the representativeness of the
sample and the statistical power of the impact analysis and 2) ensuring high quality 
implementation of program enrollment and random assignment procedures.  

a. Selecting DOL-funded programs
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DOL awarded grants to 74 YouthBuild programs in May 2011.30  Prior to the selection of 
60 programs, the following types of programs were eliminated from consideration: 

Programs in which youth are guaranteed entry into YouthBuild as early as 9th or
10th grade.  Some charter schools affiliated with YouthBuild programs enroll youth 
in the 9th or 10th grade and guarantee them a later placement in YouthBuild 
conditional upon successful completion of the first two or three years.  Random 
assignment at the point of entry into YouthBuild would not be possible in these 
programs, since youth have already been guaranteed a slot.

Programs in which youth in the control group will receive services very similar 
to YouthBuild.  A key part of the evaluation is to measure the extent and type of 
participation in services by the control group, in order to place the impact findings in 
context.  In some sites, youth who do not get into YouthBuild are expected to enroll 
in services that are very similar to YouthBuild’s.  One obvious example is programs 
that recruit for YouthBuild from the Conservation Corps.  Other examples might 
include YouthBuild programs embedded in charter schools, where control group 
youth would remain in the charter school and also receive some type of vocational 
training component.  Including these programs in the evaluation would not provide a 
true test of YouthBuild’s effects, since the program and control groups would receive 
similar types of services.  

None of the 74 grantees included a guarantee of entry into YouthBuild.  However, three 
programs were dropped from the selection universe because discussions with site staff indicated 
that the counterfactual was very similar to YouthBuild.  In these three programs, youth in the 
control group are highly likely to receive services and those services would look very similar to 
YouthBuild.  According to program proposals, these three programs planned to serve a total of 
133 youth in a given program year.  The other 71 grantees planned to serve a total of 3,171 in a 
given program year.  Given that the excluded sites account for only 4.1 percent of expected 
enrollment among DOL-funded sites, the study team’s ability to extrapolate the study findings to
the universe of DOL-funded sites is not compromised.  

Sixty programs from the universe of 71 programs were selected for the impact 
component of the evaluation, using probability-proportional-to-size sampling.  Each program had
a probability of selection that was equal to its expected enrollment over a given program year.  
This method gives each YouthBuild slot (or youth served) an equal chance of being selected for 
the evaluation, meaning that the resulting sample of youth who enroll in the study should be 
representative of youth served by these programs.  
30 An additional two programs received funding to supplement their March 2011 grants.  These two programs were 
not considered part of the May grantee class.

21



All of the 60 selected programs are required by DOL to participate in the evaluation.  
Should there be some sites that cannot participate the evaluation team will conduct a response 
analysis to assess how these sites differ from the sites that do participate.31 

b. Selecting CNCS-only-funded programs

CNCS funds programs through its National Direct grant to YouthBuild USA.  Forty 
YouthBuild programs received CNCS grants but not DOL funding in 2011 through YouthBuild 
USA.  After reviewing available information and conducting phone calls with each of the 40 
programs, the evaluation team determined that many of the programs, particularly those 
receiving small CNCS grants, were likely to shut down in 2012 or not enroll youth during the 
study enrollment period.  For this reason, the study team, along with ETA and CNCS, opted to 
select the 24 programs that received a grant of at least $95,000 in 2010 from CNCS.  From this 
24, one program that planned to shut down was eliminated from consideration, leaving 23 
selected to participate in the study.  

c. Sample size and minimum detectable effects

Although it is difficult to project the exact sample size expected by the end of the intake 
period, a rough estimate can be obtained using information on the average program size and the 
targeted size of the applicant group desired for a random assignment ratio of 60 program group 
youth to 40 control group youth.32 For example, the average YouthBuild program serves between
30 and 35 youth per program year, and a hypothetical program that serves 30 youth might invite 
40 youth to MTO, knowing that about 10 youth will not finish MTO.  In this case, the targeted 
number of applicants would be about 60 to 65, with the result that 40 applicants would be 
assigned to the program group and invited to MTO and 20 applicants would be assigned to the 
control group. However, as described in more detail in the next section, some programs may 
elect to conduct random assignment during or after MTO. In this case, the hypothetical program 
serving 30 youth will invite a certain number of youth to MTO, expecting that about 42 youth 
will complete, with the result that 30 youth are assigned to the program group and 12 youth are 
assigned to the control group. These two scenarios suggest that the average program will 
randomly assign between 40 and 60 applicants.  In addition, data from the 20 programs that have
conducted random assignment to date indicate that the average program among this group 

31 In rare instances, for example, a site may agree to participate in the study but ultimately not contribute any youth 
to the sample if it does not have excess applicants for its program in any of its enrollment cycles. As discussed more 
fully in section VI, random assignment will take place in a given site when there are more eligible and appropriate 
applicants than the program can serve.  

32 The random assignment ratio will be discussed in section IV.a.
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contributed about 45 youth to sample. Using this information, the study team estimates that the 
average program will randomly assign 50 applicants, for a total sample size of 4,150 youth (or 83
x 50).  A sample of 3,400 youth will be drawn randomly from this larger sample for the fielding 
of the follow-up surveys, yielding a respondent sample of about 2,700 youth (assuming an 80 
percent response rate).  

An analysis of Minimum Detectable Effects (MDE) suggests that these sample sizes are 
large enough to detect policy relevant effects for the full samples and key subgroups. MDEs 
indicate the size of program impacts that are likely to be observed or detected for a set of 
outcomes and a given sample size.33   Table 2 presents the MDEs for educational attainment, 
employment, and earnings.  MDEs are shown for the full sample of 4,150, for whom 
administrative records data on post-secondary enrollment and employment and earnings will be 
available, and the survey sample of 2,720.

For the survey sample, the MDE for having a high school diploma or GED is 4.6 
percentage points.  The MDE for a subgroup comparison, assuming the subgroup comprises half 
of the sample, is 6.5 percentage points.  These effects are policy relevant and well below the 
effects on educational attainment found from several other evaluations of programs for youth.  
For example, impacts on GED or high school diploma attainment were 15 percentage points and 
25 percentage points, in the Job Corps and ChalleNGe programs, respectively.  

MDEs for short-term employment rates are shown in the second column.  MDEs are 
similarly 4.6 percentage points for a full sample comparison and 6.5 percentage points for a 
subgroup comparison.  Effects for the full administrative records sample are smaller.  Several of 
the programs mentioned earlier for disadvantaged youth led to substantial increases in short-term
employment rates, although these gains tended to diminish in size over time.  The Job Corps 
evaluation found impacts on annual employment rates of 10-to-16 percentage points early in the 
follow-up period using Social Security Administration records.  However, Job Corp’s effects on 
employment using survey data were substantially smaller, ranging from 3-to-5 percentage points 
per quarter.  Other effects on employment include an impact of 4.9 percentage points after 21 
months in ChalleNGe and an impact of 9.3 percentage points after 30 months for women in the 
high fidelity CET replication sites.  

33 MDE’s, which require estimates of the mean and standard deviation of key outcomes, are based on data from 
similar populations, specifically data from the 34 YouthBuild Youth Offender Grantees and data from the Center for
Employment and Training (CET) replication study.  Since these are estimates, the actual minimum detectable effects
may be smaller or larger than what is shown here.
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Has high school 
diploma/GED

Employed since 
random assignment

Annual 
earnings

Survey

Full sample (2,720) 0.046 0.046 $1,016

Key subgroup (1,360) 0.065 0.065 $1,436

Administrative records

Full sample (4,150) 0.041 $867

Key subgroup (2,075) 0.058 $1,226

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 2

Minimum Detectable Effects

NOTES:  Assumes an 80 percent response rate to the follow-up surveys and a random 
assignment ratio of 60E:40C.  Average rates for high school diploma/GED  receipt (45 
percent) and employment  (52 percent) are based on data from the YouthBuild Youth 
Offender Grantees.  The average ($11,000) and standard deviation ($11,000) of annual 
earnings are based on data for youth with a high school diploma or GED from the CET 
replication study.   Calculations assume that the R-squared for each impact equation is .10.

MDEs for earnings are shown in the final column.  With the survey sample size, we 
would be able to detect as statistically significant an impact of at least $1,016 on annual earnings 
during a given follow-up year.  Assuming a control group average of $11,000, for example, this 
impact would represent a nine percent increase in earnings.  MDEs for a subgroup comparison 
are larger, at $1,436, or a 13 percent increase.  Although MDEs using administrative records are 
smaller, these effects are large, even relative to the significant effects generated by the Job Corps
program.  Career Academies, however, did lead to substantially larger earnings gains than these, 
particularly for the men in the sample.  

A final point to consider when assessing the statistical power is that random assignment 
in most sites will determine which youth get invited to MTO not which youth enroll in the core 
YouthBuild services.  As noted earlier, MTO is designed to prepare youth for the rigors of the 
program, and many youth who start MTO may subsequently decide that they are not ready to 
participate. This is likely to lead to a dilution of program effects, since some youth will drop out 
before reaching the core components of the program. This type of attrition poses a challenge for 
the evaluation, since youth assigned to the program group and invited to start MTO are always 
considered part of the program group, even if they drop out of MTO and never enroll in 

24



YouthBuild.  Is it difficult to anticipate the extent of MTO dropout, since its length and intensity 
will vary across programs.

Early discussions with about 20 programs, in preparation for random assignment in fall 
2011, suggest a potential dropout rate of about 20 percent.  On average, program staff have 
indicated that they would like to invite to MTO about 1.25 times the number of YouthBuild slots 
they have available, meaning that they expect about 80 percent of youth invited to MTO to 
complete MTO and enroll in YouthBuild.  Assuming a dropout rate of 20 percent on average, the
effect of YouthBuild on the youth who go on to participate in its core components would need to 
be about 1.25 times as large as those presented in Table 2.  These effects are still within the 
range of effects found from other programs.34

VI.  Enrollment, Random Assignment, and Flow

Once the programs were selected for the evaluation, the evaluation team began working 
with them to design processes to inform applicants about the study and the implications of their 
participation, obtain informed consent, and implement random assignment.  While it has been 
and will be necessary to ask some programs to make modest changes in order to accommodate 
the study, the site liaisons have attempted to tailor the study enrollment procedures to meet the 
needs of individual programs to the greatest extent possible to avoid distorting program 
operations in order to accommodate the study.  

One example of tailoring is the question of where to place random assignment in the flow
of youth into the program, i.e., to place it before or after MTO. One argument for placing random
assignment after MTO is that program effects will be diluted if a large number of youth drop out 
of the program before reaching the core education and vocational training services.  On the other 
hand, some program staff argue that MTO is a core program component.  In this case, random 
assignment after MTO would result in a control group that received one part of the YouthBuild 
model. Given the latter concern, the team has opted to encourage programs to conduct random 
assignment before MTO or during the first few days of MTO, before youth receive a substantial 
dose of YouthBuild services. 

In practice, as the study team has started working with individual sites, program staff 
have expressed clear and strong preferences on this issue. The majority of programs have 
decided to place random assignment before MTO, in part because of the ethical concerns of 
turning some youth away (those assigned to the control group) after they have completed a 
sometimes long and rigorous MTO.  About one in five programs has indicated a preference for 

34 In addition, the impacts reported for Job Corps are based on a program participation rate of 73 percent, meaning 
that the impacts per participant are somewhat larger. 
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random assignment during or after MTO, in most cases because that is how they have selected 
youth in the past. While it may be preferable to have all sites conduct random assignment at the 
same point, and while the study team will encourage sites to conduct random assignment before 
or early in MTO, the study team has opted to allow programs the flexibility to determine what 
works best for them, in order to maintain programs’ good will and cooperation and, ultimately, 
the integrity of the random assignment process.  

a. Process for random assignment

In general, the expected flow of youth into the evaluation is summarized in Figure 2 and 
follows several basic steps.  

1. Programs will recruit and screen youth using their regular procedures.  However, the 
recruitment materials will be reviewed to ensure that they do not guarantee youth a spot 
in the program.  

2. Program staff will present applicants with a video prepared by the evaluation team that 
explains the study and reiterates the material contained in the Informed Consent Form 
(ICF).  Both the video and the ICF will explain that applicants are required to participate 
in the study in order to have a chance to enroll in YouthBuild.  Staff will be provided 
with scripts from the research team to answer any questions youth may have after the 
video presentation and ICF.  

3. Youth who choose to participate will sign the ICF, then provide baseline and contact 
information.  As discussed below, baseline data will be collected via the YouthBuild 
DOL MIS or MDRC’s random assignment website (for the CNCS-only-funded 
programs) while contact information will be collected on a paper form.  (These steps 
illustrate the generic process, but there may be slight variation from program to program.)

4. Once staff have identified the full study sample and entered the required baseline data 
into the MIS system, program staff will log into MDRC’s web-based system to enter a 
few key pieces of information for each applicant.  Once these data are entered, staff will 
inform MDRC and indicate how many youth they would like to either 1) invite to MTO, 
if that is their selected point of random assignment, or 2) invite to continue on with MTO 
or start the program, if they are conducting random assignment during or after MTO.  
MDRC will then conduct random assignment, assigning a certain number of applicants to
the program group (invited to MTO or to the program) and the remainder to the control 
group.
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5. Youth assigned to the program group will be invited to report for MTO or invited to 
continue on with MTO or start the program, depending on the point of random 
assignment.  Those assigned to the control group will be informed of their status and 
given a list of alternative services in the community.  Each youth who completes the 
intake process will receive a $10 Point-of-Sale debit card as a token of appreciation for 
the time spent listening to an explanation of the study and completing paperwork.35

The above steps illustrate a generic process for study enrollment, but the details will need
to be tailored to each participating program.  For example, the above flow assumes a “batch” 
process, in which random assignment is conducted once for an entering cohort.  Some programs 
enroll multiple cohorts and will go through these steps more than once.  Other programs may 
enroll youth on a rolling basis, in which case each applicant will be informed of his or her group 
assignment just after they apply.  

Key features of the random assignment process include the following:

 A random assignment ratio of 60 treatment youth to 40 control youth, on average, 
with variation across sites.  The statistical power of an experiment (or the ability to 
detect program effects) is maximized when half of the sample is randomly assigned to the 
program group and half to the control group, for a 50:50 ratio.  This power falls as the 
ratio moves away from 50:50, to 60:40, 70:30, etc.  However, benefits of statistical power 
must be weighed against the costs to the programs of recruiting additional applicants—
many programs, for example, may not have twice as many applicants as they have slots to 
fill.  For this reason, the target random assignment ratio for the YouthBuild evaluation is 
60:40 (or six youth assigned to the program group for every four youth assigned to the 
control group).  To meet this goal, program staff will be encouraged to obtain a pool of 
eligible and appropriate applicants that is approximately 1.67 times the number of youth 
they would like to invite to MTO.  If a program has 24 openings, for example, they will be
asked to identify at least 40 applicants, and 16 youth would be assigned to the control 
group.  However, the actual ratio in a given site will depend on its number of excess 
applicants.  

 Random assignment will not take place in a given program cycle without a number 
of excess applicants that is at least 10 percent of the total number of applicants.  A 
program that identifies 20 applicants for 18 slots would need to conduct random 
assignment using a ratio of 90:10, or 9 program youth to 1 control youth.  The more 
skewed the ratio, the less is a sample’s contribution to the overall statistical power of the 
analysis.  Thus, it is necessary to weigh the costs of data collection in that site against the 

35 POS cards can be used anywhere that a credit or debit card is accepted, and money can be easily added to the 
cards upon completion of each survey interview. Sample members keep their POS card for the duration of the study 
allowing it to function as both a pre-paid and promised incentive (the card can be replaced if it is lost).
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statistical power it brings in.  However, we recognize that in rare instances a program 
might not be able to obtain the desired number of excess applicants for a given program 
cycle.  In these cases, we will allow the random assignment ratio to increase from the 
target of 60:40, but not beyond 90:10.  

 Random assignment for most sites will take place as close to the start of MTO as 
possible, while in some sites it may take place during or after MTO.  Our experiences
to date with the sites indicate that most sites will want to place random assignment just 
prior to MTO, in which case some youth assigned to the program group may not 
complete MTO and never enroll in the formal YouthBuild program.  In these sites, it is 
critical to place random assignment as close as possible to the start of MTO to minimize 
other forms of drop off, such as being invited to MTO but never showing up.  This drop 
off might occur, for example, if random assignment is conducted in July and program 
youth are invited to an MTO that starts in mid September.  We will also work with sites 
to consider placing random assignment early during MTO, after some youth have already
dropped out by not showing up for the first or second day. As noted earlier, we will 
encourage programs not to place random assignment too far after the start of MTO, in 
order to minimize the chances that youth who are ultimately assigned to the control group
receive substantial YouthBuild services.
 

 Random assignment will occur in multiple enrollment cycles per program.  Some 
programs enroll youth multiple times during the year, in some cases to replenish dropouts
from their original cohorts.  We propose to conduct random assignment at each of these 
enrollment periods, covering the period September 2011 through October 2012.  We will 
work with individual programs to document whether youth enrolled during replenishment
cycles experience a notably different program from other youth, such as no MTO or a 
shorter educational or vocational component.  Conducting random assignment during 
multiple cycles will help us meet our sample size goal and also treats all youth equally, 
e.g., youth who apply later in the year are still subject to random assignment and thus 
have some probability of not getting into the program.  

 Programs will be allowed to let a few youth bypass random assignment.  We expect 
that some programs may have mandatory referrals or other youth who need to enroll in 
the program for various reasons.  Program staff will be allowed to reserve up to five 
percent of their program slots for mandatory referrals.  These youth will not be a part of 
the study sample and not included in the impact analysis.

 Youth assigned to the control group will not be allowed to enroll in YouthBuild for 
two years after they are enrolled into the study.  The evaluation team will work with 
programs to develop protocols for youth assigned to the control group to refer these youth
to other services in the community, but not YouthBuild services or services that are very 
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similar to YouthBuild.  In addition, control group youth will not be able to enroll in 
YouthBuild for at least two years after study entry.  In order to credibly estimate the 
effects of the program, it is critical to minimize the number of “crossovers,” or 
individuals assigned to the control group who subsequently receive program services.  
We will stress to participating programs the importance of enforcing this embargo and 
will access program MIS records periodically during this period to identify any control 
group members that subsequently enroll in YouthBuild.  We will then work with 
programs for which this occurs to minimize further crossovers.  

 Random assignment will take place for all of the site’s YouthBuild slots.  Some 
programs receive more than one funding source and use each source to fund a certain 
number of program slots.  Sites are encouraged to use random assignment to fill all 
participant slots, not just the number of slots that are funded by DOL or CNCS.  

b. Working with selected programs

Although all selected grantees are required to participate in the evaluation, we expect that
enrolling them into the study and securing their buy in will take time.  The YouthBuild network 
is highly decentralized and the agencies that operate YouthBuild programs are quite independent.
Many have Boards of Directors that would need to approve their participation in an evaluation.  
Moreover, early discussions with program managers and staff made clear that many are not fully 
comfortable with the notion of random assignment.  These staff argue that their programs 
generally do not “say no” to many youth – rather, they feel it is the youth who remove 
themselves from consideration by failing to follow through on required steps in the application 
process or by not participating fully in MTO.  When highly motivated youth cannot be admitted, 
programs may place them on a waiting list and accept them later to fill slots created by dropouts, 
or staff may actively help youth sign up for other youth programs in their communities.  Some 
staff argued that barring a control group member from participating in YouthBuild would 
damage their program’s reputation in the community.

To address the concerns head-on, the evaluation team has and will continue to use a multi-
pronged strategy to enroll sites and build support for the study, including letters signed by ETA, 
CNCS, and YouthBuild USA welcoming grantees into the study, phone calls by the evaluation 
team, presentations and individual meetings at grantee conferences, and, finally, visits to each 
participating site.  

Site representatives on the evaluation team will be assigned a certain number of grantees 
and work with them to tailor the design and implement random assignment.  This process will 
follow several stages:
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 Discussion of recruitment strategies and screening processes for identifying eligible 
and appropriate applicants.  Some program staff report that they do not have excess 
applicants.  Rather, they accept all youth who are deemed suitable for enrollment and the 
youth self-select out by failing to show up for MTO or later dropping out of MTO.  Some
programs may indeed accept nearly everyone who applies, but others employ a fairly 
rigorous screening process to narrow down hundreds of applications in order to invite, for
example, 50 youth to start MTO.  In either case, the evaluation team will need to have 
extensive discussions with program staff either on how to scale up recruitment in order to
bring in more applicants or how to modify their screening process in order to identify a 
suitable list of candidates that exceeds the number of youth they would like to invite to 
MTO.

 Determine the point of random assignment and the point at which the study is 
explained to youth and the baseline data are collected.  There is variation across 
programs in the way in which youth apply for YouthBuild.  Some programs might collect
applications throughout the summer and invite suitable applicants to the start of MTO in 
the fall.  Others might require all applicants to come in the week before MTO to view an 
orientation video and confirm their interest in participating.  Random assignment should 
be placed as close as possible to the start of MTO.  In some cases, it will be necessary to 
work with programs to identify a group of applicants who are still interested in MTO and 
likely to show up if assigned to the program group.  This may take the form of an 
additional orientation meeting in the weeks before MTO.  Beyond issues of timing, the 
programs might also differ in the extent to which they over-enroll in MTO in order to fill 
YouthBuild slots.  Finally, special attention will need to be paid to YouthBuild programs 
that are charter schools or alternative high schools, since it may be necessary to 
coordinate the random assignment process with the local school district’s admissions 
process.

 Random assignment training.  The individual program staff who will carry out the 
research procedures will need to be trained.  Although the procedures will vary somewhat
from program to program, we anticipate that all sites will need to be trained on certain 
key activities: showing the video and answering questions about the study; collecting the 
required baseline information and entering the data into the management information 
system (MIS); explaining the purpose of the contact sheet and helping youth complete it; 
using MDRC’s web-based system to conduct random assignment; communicating the 
results of random assignment to youth; and monitoring subsequent enrollment to ensure 
that no control group youth enroll in YouthBuild before the end of the embargo period.

 Monitoring random assignment.  Random assignment began in September 2011 and 
will continue through October 2012.36  During this period, the evaluation team will take 

36 We will extend the intake period through December 2012 if our sample size target has not been met by October 
2012.
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several steps to monitor the process to ensure its integrity, including calling the programs 
to check in on the status of random assignment, making visits to some programs that 
might be experiencing problems with random assignment, hosting conference calls for 
groups of sites to share concerns and information, monitoring baseline characteristics for 
study youth to ensure no systematic differences between the two research groups, and 
checking the baseline data for the presence of “crossovers,” or control group youth who 
enroll in YouthBuild before the end of the embargo period.  

VII.  Evaluation Overview

 The YouthBuild evaluation will include a comprehensive study of the program, 
involving about 4,200 youth across 83 programs.  The study has three major components: an 
impact analysis, an implementation and process analysis, and a cost-effectiveness analysis, 
which are described below.  

a. Research components

 Impact analysis.  This analysis will examine the effects of YouthBuild on improving 
outcomes for the young people it serves.37 Put simply, it will determine whether the 
program group had better outcomes than it would have achieved without YouthBuild.  
The study will track both the program and the control groups for four years using survey 
and administrative records data.  Because random assignment, when properly 
implemented, helps eliminate systematic differences between the program and control 
groups prior to the start of the program, any subsequent differences in outcomes—for 
example, in GED attainment or earnings—can be attributed to the program with 
confidence.  The impact analysis will examine the program’s effects on a wide range of 
outcomes, including educational attainment and enrollment, work and earnings, criminal 
justice involvement, family structure, and social-emotional development.  

 Implementation and process analysis.  This analysis will explore the operations of the 
YouthBuild program and the perceptions and experiences of the participating youth.  It 
will describe how the youth are recruited into YouthBuild, their rates of participation in 
various services, and selected outcomes during the enrollment period.  In addition, the 
analysis will assess each program’s fidelity to the YouthBuild model and to a youth 
development model in general.  Finally, the process analysis will collect data capturing 
the local environment, including economic opportunity and the availability of alternative 
services for youth.  

37 As discussed in Section VIII.b, because the sample consists of two separately drawn samples of DOL-funded and 
CNCS only-funded YouthBuild programs, the results from all sites combined may not be generalizable to the full 
universe of youth served by YouthBuild.  
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 Cost-effectiveness analysis.  This analysis will estimate the cost of operating and 
running YouthBuild and compare these costs against any positive gains that are achieved.
Costs will include administrative costs, salaries, materials, etc.  These costs will be 
compared against selected impacts, such as the gain in GED or diploma receipt or the 
reduction in recidivism.  

b. Data sources and data collection 

Grantee survey

A grantee implementation survey will be fielded to all DOL grantees and CNCS-only-
funded programs.  The Grantee Survey (presented in Appendix A) will gather in-depth 
information about the program design and services, such as how the educational and vocational 
services are structured, how these two components are linked, as well as information about 
student-teacher ratios.  The survey will be administered in Fall 2012 and will serve two key 
purposes.  First, it will ensure uniform data on a variety of program characteristics to support the 
process study.  These data will allow the study team to explore whether there are correlations 
between outcomes and program characteristics.  Second, it will help place the impact analysis 
findings in context by allowing the team to document how the 83 programs participating in the 
impact component of the evaluation compare with the other DOL-funded and CNCS-only funded
programs that are not participating.  

Youth surveys

The follow-up surveys are the primary source of outcome data to assess program impacts.
Follow-up surveys with research participants (program and control group members) will be 
conducted 12, 30 and 48 months after random assignment.  One benefit of conducting a 12-
month follow-up survey is that it will likely limit the amount of locating needed to find sample 
members for the survey.  That early survey will also provide important information on any 
services that may have been obtained by youth in the control group.  The surveys will be fielded 
to a random subset of 3,400 youth from the full evaluation sample.  We expect to obtain an 80 
percent response rate, for a total survey sample of 2,700 youth.

Based on the YouthBuild program, the study’s research objectives, and a review of the 
literature on educational and employment interventions for youth, the surveys will include five 
core modules, measuring service receipt and outcomes in four key areas, and one module 
covering YouthBuild experiences for youth in the program group.  In addition, three topical 
modules will measure other aspects of youth development: 
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Core Modules 

 Educational attainment: Highest level of education completed, post-secondary 
educational plans, post-secondary enrollment.

 Service Receipt: Participation in education, training, employment and youth 
development activities.

 Employment: Detailed characteristics of current or most recent job, job and earnings 
history.

 Criminal justice involvement and delinquency: Delinquent activities, arrests, 
convictions, and incarcerations.

 Current living arrangements, marital status, and fertility.
 YouthBuild experiences (for program group only).  Participation in YouthBuild, 

rating of program quality and experience.  

Topical Modules

 Social/emotional development: Self-efficacy, self-esteem, and positive relationships. 
 Identity Development:  Critical thinking, community service, and civic engagement.
 Health and Well-Being: Drug and alcohol use, risky behavior, and physical and mental 

health.  

Table 3 summarizes the specific data items that we will measure in each of the core 
modules. Appendix B presents the proposed survey questions for the three topical modules on 
youth development. The estimated time for survey administration is 40 minutes.

Administrative records

We will obtain two types of data through administrative records in order to supplement 
the survey data:

Post-secondary education records.  The follow-up surveys will include questions on 
respondents’ enrollment in postsecondary programs, and we expect that these items will be 
accurately reported.  Nonetheless, we will obtain data from the National Student Clearinghouse 
to supplement the survey data.  
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Outcome Domains Specific Data Items

Housing status Housing situation, public housing, homeless

Household structure Marital/cohabitation status, household size, number of resident and non-resident children, interaction 
with non-resident children, child support order, child support payments

Education level Drop out status, highest grade completed, GED/diploma status, current enrollment, college plans

Service Receipt

Education activities Participation in GED prep, diploma prep, improving basic skills, college prep and application. Where 
participated, start and end dates, intensity

Vocational training/job-
related activities

Participation in vocational training, apprenticeships, career counseling, certification programs. Where 
participated, start and end dates, intensity

Personal development 
activities

Participation in life skills training, financial lessons, mentoring programs, mental and physical health 
care, case management, leadership programs, etc.  Where participated, start and end dates, intensity

Participation Ever participated, reason for not participating, current enrollment status, end dates, length of 
participation, reason for stopping, types of services received, stipend receipt

Assessment of program Quality rating for program components, listing of most important parts of YouthBuild, quality of 
staff, relationship with staff

Ongoing engagement Contact with staff and peers (asked in 30- and 48-month follow-up surveys)

Employment status Job history since study entry, type of job, hours per week, earnings, industry, temp job, benefits, how 
found current job, income support

Other work Activities to look for work

Arrests/convictions Ever arrested/convicted, number of times, type of offense

Sentences Ever sentenced, time spent in correctional facility, parole status

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 3

Core Modules for the Youth Surveys

Criminal justice involvement

Employment and Earnings

YouthBuild experiences

Educational Attainment

Household Information
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The National Student Clearinghouse, a nonprofit organization, collects and distributes 
enrollment, degree, and certificate data from more than 3,000 colleges that enroll more than 90 
percent of the nation’s college students.  The data include, for example, enrollment start and end 
dates, full-time or part-time status, institution name and type (four-year, two-year), and the date 
and type of any degrees earned.  The Clearinghouse will also provide data on sample members 
who do not respond to the surveys.  MDRC will submit requests for data to NSC once per year, 
starting in 2014.38

Earnings and Employment records.  The evaluation team has submitted a 
request to the U.S.  Department of Health and Human Services in order to obtain 
access to data from the National Directory of New Hires (NDNH), maintained by the 
Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE).  The NDNH includes quarterly wage 
records that are the same as what is typically collected through state UI systems.  In 
some areas, NDNH has better coverage of jobs, such as those in the military; in other 
areas, such as some agricultural labor, some domestic labor, and jobs paid by 
commission, NDNH has some underreporting.  Nevertheless, these data would allow 
us to examine effects on quarterly and annual employment, employment retention, 
and quarterly and annual earnings.

We believe that our request will be approved, given that the YouthBuild 
population is very relevant to OCSE’s interests.  Pending approval, we will obtain 
access to records data for all study participants for one year prior to random 
assignment and four years after random assignment.  We would request data once per 
year starting in June 2012.

MIS data from DOL and YouthBuild USA

DOL-funded programs are required to enter data on participant characteristics,
service receipt and outcomes into the DOL YouthBuild MIS, and all CNCS-funded 
programs are required to use an MIS developed and managed by YouthBuild USA, 
called WebSta.  Data from these systems will be used for several purposes.  First, 
they will provide information on a number of demographic characteristics of youth 
prior to the point of random assignment (at baseline).  The evaluation team selected a 
small number of baseline variables that are obtained via the DOL MIS and were 
deemed important to obtain prior to the point of random assignment (see Table 4).39 

38 Because vocational colleges tend to be relatively under-reported in the NCS data, we will explore the possibility 
of obtaining data from the U.S. Department of Education indicating whether youth received Pell Grants. 

39 In addition, a few questions on the youth’s reasons for applying to YouthBuild and measuring locus of control 
were added to the DOL MIS for staff to input prior to random assignment. Similar types of constructs were seen as 
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Program staff will be required to enter these data for all youth entering the study 
before  

predictive of success in the earlier Ferguson et al., study.
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Variable name in DOL MIS Description

PARTICIPANT_ID Participant Identifier
Date of Completion Date case added to MIS
GRANTOR DOL for all sites
COHORT Time that the youth was enrolled
F_NAME First Name
L_NAME Last Name
PHONE_1 Primary phone
ADDRESS 1 Street Address
CITY City of residence
STATE State of residence
DATE_BIRTH Date of Birth
GENDER Gender
HIGHEST_GRADE Highest School Grade Completed
TYPE_ID Participant qualification challengesa

ETHNICITY Latino/Hispanic ethnicity
RACE_ID Race ID
MANDATED_ENROLLMENT Mandated Enrollment
ALTERNATIVE_SENTENCE Alternate Sentence
INDIVIDUAL_W_DISABILITY Disabled Participant
HIGH_SCHOOL_DROPOUT High School Drop out
HOUSING STATUS Housing status at enrollment
EMAIL Email
NUMBER OF CHILDREN Number of children

WHO_DECISION_APPLY The person/people who first suggested that the youth apply to YouthBuild
DECISION_APPLY_HSGED Importance of GED/high school diploma in decision to apply
DECISION_APPLY_COLLEGE Importance of college in decision to apply
DECISION_APPLY_LIFE Applying to get "life back on track"
DECISION_APPLY_JOB Importance of getting a job in decision to apply
DECISION_APPLY_TRAIN Applying to get more training
DECISION_APPLY_FRIENDS Importance of friends joining in decision to apply.
DECISION_APPLY_OTHER Other reasons for applying

(continued)

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 4

Information from the DOL MIS to Collect at Baseline 

Demographic information 

Reason for applying to Youthbuild
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Variable name in DOL MIS Description

MOTIVATION_1 To what degree the youth agrees or disagrees that people can solve most problems if 
they invest the necessary effort.

MOTIVATION_2 To what degree the youth agrees or disagrees that becoming a success is a matter of 
hard work; luck has little to do with it.

MOTIVATION_3 To what degree the youth agrees or disagrees that people's own efforts and actions 
are what will determine their future.

MOTIVATION_4 To what degree the youth agrees or disagrees that getting what you want has little or 
nothing to do with luck.

CATEGORY_ASSESSMENT Category of functioning on pre-test
TYPE_ASSESSMENT Type of assessment for Literacy/Numeracy
FUNCTIONAL_AREA Functional Area being Tested
Date_PRE Date of pre-test
PRE_TEST_SCORE Score on pre-test

Locus of control measures

Basic skills assessment (if conducted prior to MTO)

Table 4 (continued)

aThis items identifies the status that qualifies a young person for YouthBuild, and includes: low income family; 
migrant youth; foster youth; youth or adult offender; child of an incarcerated parent; referred by a guidance counselor; 
or other.

random assignment takes place.  Since these data are already required by DOL and YouthBuild 
USA, using them will help to minimize staff burden.

CNCS-only-funded sites will most likely be asked to enter baseline data into MDRC’s 
web-based random assignment system, since these data will not be available in individual-level 
format from YouthBuild USA.  In addition, staff at all sites will be required to enter the data for 
all eligible applicants, not just for youth who eventually enroll in YouthBuild.40  Note that only 
youth who are assigned to the program group and subsequently complete MTO and enter 
YouthBuild will count as part of the site’s enrollment and towards DOL or YouthBuild USA 
performance measures.  Other youth (including those in the control group and those in the 
program group who do not complete MTO) will not have an “enrollment” date entered for them 
into the MIS and thus will not be counted as part of the site’s enrollment.  

In addition to these background characteristics, the MIS systems also contain a wealth of 
information on the services provided to participants.  Though the number of data elements 
capturing service receipt is too numerous to list in its entirety, generally speaking the services 

40 Similarly, some programs might only need to enter data into the DOL MIS for a fraction of their participants if 
many of their program slots are funded by other sources.  In these sites, we will consider having them enter the data 
directly into MDRC’s web-based system.
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arerecorded through the use of start and end dates (as well as expected dates of completion for 
activities not yet completed) in specific activities, and whether the activity has been completed.  

Finally, these data contain some information on outcomes youth achieve (e.g., 
employment, earnings, recidivism, educational attainment and post-secondary enrollment, and 
literacy and numeracy gains) during and subsequent to their program participation.  Although 
these data will not be used to measure program impacts, they will be used in the process analysis 
to describe outcomes for program participants.   Note that the MIS systems will only capture 
these post-enrollment data for youth in slots funded by either DOL or CNCS.  Thus, program 
participation data will not be available for youth in slots funded by other sources.  We expect that
the large majority of youth in the evaluation will be in either DOL-funded or CNCS-funded slots.
Nonetheless, the survey data will capture participation in services for all types of youth, 
regardless of funding source.  

VIII.  Impact Analysis

a. Key questions 

The impact analysis will determine the effects of the intervention on the overall sample 
and for key subgroups of youth.  Key questions include the following:

What are YouthBuild’s effects on:

 Educational attainment.  GED or high school diploma receipt, enrollment in 
post-secondary education, receipt of college credits, college degrees, and 
vocational training certificates.

 Employment and earnings.  Employment in unsubsidized jobs, earnings, 
benefits and wage rates, employment stability, job finding methods.  

  
 Criminal justice involvement.  Delinquent activity, arrest rates, incarceration 

rates, recidivism, and types of offenses.
 

 Social and emotional development.  Sense of empowerment, self-regulation and 
control, self-efficacy, leadership proclivity, and civic engagement.  

 Living arrangements and family formation.  Type and stability of living 
arrangements, marriage or cohabitation, payment of child support, involvement 
with non-resident children, and childbearing.  

How do YouthBuild’s effects vary by: 
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 Youth characteristics, such as age, criminal justice history, and skill level.  

 Program features, such as model fidelity, length of MTO, focus on post-
secondary education, and institution type.  

b. Analysis strategy

The basic estimation strategy is to compare average outcomes for the program and 
control groups.  This is a straightforward calculation that is generally easy to explain to 
policymakers and other nontechnical audiences.  We will use regression adjustment to increase 
the power of statistical tests that are performed, in which the outcome, such as “has a GED or 
high school diploma” is regressed on an indicator for program group status and a range of other 
background characteristics.  

The basic impact model would be the following: 

Yi = α + βPi + δXi + εi 

where: Yi = the outcome measure for sample member i; Pi = one for program group members and
zero for control group members; Xi = a set of background characteristics for sample member i; εi 
= a random error term for sample member i; β= the estimate of the impact of the program on the 
average value of the outcome; α=the intercept of the regression; and δ = the set of regression 
coefficients for the background characteristics.

We can use a linear regression framework or a more complex set of methods depending 
on the nature of the dependent variable and the type of issues being addressed, such as: logistic 
regressions for binary outcomes (e.g., employed or not); Poisson or Negative Binomial 
regressions for outcomes that take on only a few values (e.g., months of employment); and 
quantile regressions to examine the distribution of outcomes for continuous outcomes.  

c.  Weighting

The variation in enrollment across the 83 programs means that some programs will 
contribute many more sample members to the analysis than others.  As noted earlier, the 
sampling strategy (probability proportion to size sampling) will obtain a representative sample of
youth, not necessarily a representative sample of programs.  We propose to give each youth 
equal weight in the analysis, for two reasons.  First, the appropriate impact question is “what is 
the effect of YouthBuild for the average young person in the program?” Second, weighting each 
individual equally typically provides a more precise estimate of program impacts.  (Impacts from
larger sites are typically more precisely estimated and, as such, should be given more rather than 
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less weight in the analysis.) Nonetheless, we will examine the sensitivity of the results to a 
different weighting strategy—one that gives each site equal weight in the analysis (e.g., giving 
small sites larger weight and large sites less weight).  

As selected, the DOL-funded sites are representative of YouthBuild programs that were 
funded by DOL in 2011.  Similarly, the CNCS only-funded sites will be representative of those 
sites that received at least $95,000 in CNCS funding in 2011 but not DOL funding.  However, 
while they do represent all DOL-funded and CNCS only-funded programs, it is not clear that the 
83 sites are representative of all YouthBuild programs.  We will not attempt to develop a 
weighting scheme to try to generalize to a sample beyond the one from which these sites were 
drawn, but instead to make clear that our findings generalize only to DOL-funded and CNCS 
only-funded programs.

Weighting will be necessary, however, to account for the different random assignment 
ratios across programs.  Recall that the program-control ratio in a given site will depend largely 
on the number of excess applicants each site has, relative to the number of youth staff would like
to invite to MTO.  For example, assume that there are two sites in the evaluation.  Site 1 was able
to conduct random assignment using a 60:40 ratio, with 60 youth assigned to the program group 
and 40 youth assigned to the control group.  Site 2, in contrast, assigned 80 youth to the program 
group and 20 youth to the control group.  With varying ratios, sample members will need to be 
weighted accordingly to obtain correct impact estimates.  In this case, youth in site 2 to would be
assigned weights in order to bring the weighted ratio in that site to 60:40.  The weights for youth 
in site 2 are derived as the desired ratio divided by the actual ratio, or .75 for youth in the 
program group (.60 divided by.80) and 2 for youth in the control group (.40 divided by.20).  
Youth in site 1 would all receive a weight equal to 1, since the actual ratio in this site is equal to 
the desired ratio.  Analyses would then be run on weighted data over the pooled sample.

Weighting may also be necessary if some programs, and thus the youth they serve, are 
over-represented in the sample.  First, as noted earlier, the intake period will run from September
2011 through October 2012 and may be extended through December 2012 if the sample size 
goals are not met by October 2012. For programs that enroll one cohort per year each September,
for example, we may capture two years of enrollment.  In contrast, a program that enrolls every 
June would only contribute one cohort to the sample. While the study team would prefer to limit 
random assignment at any given program to one program year, concerns about achieving an 
adequate sample size may mean enrolling additional youth where possible. 

Second, and related to the concern about achieving an adequate sample size, some 
programs may not be able to conduct random assignment during the intake period for some of 
their enrollment cycles if they do not have enough excess applicants at each cycle. Thus, it may 
be necessary to weight the sample in order to have each program contribute one year of 
enrollment to the analysis.
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It may also be the case, however, that a few programs are never able to conduct random 
assignment, given a lack of excess applicants at all cycles during the intake period. It is likely 
that these programs, which have fewer applicants, differ in important ways from those that have 
many applicants, such as in size, urban-rural status, and capacity.  The types of youth they serve 
may also be different from youth served by other programs. Thus, we will conduct an analysis 
comparing the characteristics of programs that were versus were not able to conduct at least one 
round of random assignment and will consider weighting the data to account for these 
differences.  

Finally, comparing outcomes for all randomly assigned youth provides an estimate of the 
effectiveness of the intervention in a real-world setting, in which some youth do not receive 
YouthBuild services, because they drop out of MTO or sometime thereafter.  This is likely to be 
an important issue in YouthBuild, since a potentially large fraction of youth drop out of MTO, by
design in many programs.  For this reason, it will also be important to understand the efficacy of 
the program, or its effects on youth who participate at some point or for some minimum duration.
We will explore various nonexperimental methods to estimate the effect of the program on those 
who participated, including nonparticipation adjustments, instrumental variable estimation, and 
propensity score matching, and present these results with the appropriate caveats.  

d.  Effects for subgroups

The evaluation will investigate whether YouthBuild worked especially well for particular
types of programs and for particular subgroups of youth.  In terms of program characteristics, 
candidates include:  fidelity to the YouthBuild model; focus on post-secondary education; type 
of organization; effectiveness of instructors and the extent to which the academic and skills 
training are integrated; whether the program owns or manages the construction site; extent of 
post-program services; and the strength and tenure of leadership.  

In addition, there is interest in the role of MTO in YouthBuild’s effects.  Some critics 
argue that the program achieves good outcomes because MTO serves to weed out unmotivated 
youth.  Program staff, on the other hand, might argue that these are precisely the youth who are 
ready to benefit from YouthBuild.  In addition, MTO serves as an important team building 
process for an entering group of students.  Although an intensive MTO undoubtedly serves to 
screen out unmotivated students, whether it leads to larger or smaller impacts is an open 
question.  We anticipate that there will be enough variation in MTO length to divide sites into 
less versus more intensive MTO samples.
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For youth characteristics, there are number of candidates to consider, including: 
literacy/numeracy41; age; offender status; educational attainment; English language proficiency; 
number of years out of school; and family background.

  
Prior to the analysis, we will define a small number of confirmatory subgroups, in order 

to avoid the potential for data mining and the problem of multiple comparisons (e.g., if we 
examine impacts for a large number of subgroups, some will be statistically significant simply by
chance.)  Subgroups can be chosen as confirmatory because theory suggests a program 
difference by a given dimension, because differences in impacts by a given dimension have been 
found in prior youth evaluations (for example, the Job Corps’ evaluation finding that the 
program’s impacts were larger and longer-lasting for older youth), or because a given subgroup 
is of great policy interest.  Similarly, the results from the process analysis will help to inform 
which program features and fidelity measures might be most important to examine.  We expect 
to limit the confirmatory analysis to three subgroups for youth characteristics and three 
subgroups for program characteristics.

Restricting the analysis to a few confirmatory subgroups does not rule out the possibility 
of a more exploratory analysis of additional subgroups later in the evaluation.  Findings from this
analysis, however, would necessarily be more speculative and given less weight in the discussion
of program impacts.  

e.  Effects of program features

In addition to estimating effects for subgroups of programs, defined by particular 
features, we plan a more formal analysis of how this variation in program components and 
implementation strength is correlated with impacts.  A first step in conducting this analysis will 
be to determine whether there is significant variation in impacts across sites using standard tests 
from the literature on multi-level modeling.  Having established variation, we propose to use 
multi-level methods to explore the relationship between site and program characteristics and site-
level impacts.  This approach would answer the question of whether the strength of 
implementation or whether certain program features, such as length of MTO or post-secondary 
services, are associated with larger impacts, holding other program features constant.  Findings 
from the process analysis as well as discussion with DOL and reviewers will guide the selection 
of program features.  The analysis of program features will also depend on how these features 

41 Literacy/numeracy levels will be defined using the basic skills tests that all programs administer to youth. 
However, not all programs administer this test to all applicants prior to the start of MTO and, thus, prior to random 
assignment. We will examine effects by literacy/numeracy only for youth in the programs that administer the test 
prior to random assignment. If the sample of youth in these sites is fairly small, the estimates will be more 
speculative.
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are distributed across the programs, something we will learn from the process study and the 
grantee survey.

In this approach the unit of analysis is the individual for Level One and the sites for Level
Two.  The site-level impact, then, is allowed to vary with site characteristics (e.g., 
implementation strength, program components, service contrast, etc.).  It is important in this type
of analysis to control for the characteristics of the local environment (e.g., the local 
unemployment rate and the state of the local housing market) and the characteristics of the 
program participants, since impacts may vary across sites due to these factors.  The power of this
type of analysis increases as the number of sites increases.42 Although our plan to include 83 sites
in the evaluation substantially increases our ability to perform this type of analysis, we will need 
to limit the number of program features to a handful of the most relevant ones.

Equations (1) and (2) specify the analytical approach.  In this random coefficients model, 
the size of the site level impact, βm, is allowed to vary with site fidelity, the service contrast, 
program components, and local economic conditions.  

Level 1:

(1) 
Y im=α m+∑

k

δ k X kmi+βmT im+∑
j

δ j X imj+εim

where: 

Yim            = outcome of interest for sample member i from site m,

∑
k

X kmi
  = student level characteristic k for sample member i from site m, 

δk            =a regression coefficient indicating how the outcome variable varies
            with sample member characteristic, k, 

T im        = dummy variable equal to 1 if sample member i in site m is a program
             group member and zero otherwise, 

βm        = the program impact at site m for the typical program group member
            from the study sample,

αm        = mean outcome level at site m for the typical control group member
             from the full study sample,

42 Greenberg, David, Robert Meyer, Charles Michalopoulos, and Michael Wiseman (2003).  “Explaining Variation 
in the Effects of Welfare-to-Work Programs.” Evaluation Review, Vol 27, No. 4.
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εim       = an individual-level random error for sample member i from site m.

Level 2:

(2)  βm=f (Fm , SCm , PGMm , EE m)

         =τ0+ τ (Fm , SCm ,PGMm , EEm)

         = τ0+τ1 Fm+τ2 SCm+ τ3 PGMm+τ4 EE+μm

where:

Fm   = a measure of the level of model fidelity in site m,

SCm   = a measure of the treatment-control differential (service contrast) in site

 m,

PGMm = program component variable in site m,

EEm = the economic environment in site m,

µm = a random component of the program impact for site m.

In this case, τ1 – τ4 represent the association between the program’s impact and fidelity, 
service contrast, program component, and economic environment, respectively, controlling for 
other characteristics included in equation 2.  If τ1 is statistically significant and positive, for 
example, stronger site fidelity is associated with larger program impacts.43  

An important caveat to the multi-level analysis, however, is that it is non-experimental.  
The process by which certain sites chose to implement certain program features may not be fully 
understood, but it is almost certainly not random.  For this reason, variation in program 
characteristics is likely correlated with other unobserved features of the site.  Sites that offer 
youth the ability to earn certification in the construction industry, for example, are likely to differ
from other sites in ways that influence the effectiveness of their programs. Nevertheless, we 
think this analysis can generate useful hypotheses about the source of impacts.  

43 In the above specification, each domain (fidelity, etc.) is listed as only one variable for ease of presentation.  
However, each domain will consist of an array of variables.
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IX.  Process Analysis

The process study will address several major topics important to the success of the 
evaluation.  These lines of inquiry will help document: 1) the design of the participating 
YouthBuild programs, the services they offer to youth in the program groups, and the 
implementation of these services; 2) the key contextual factors in the local communities that may
affect services and outcomes for youth in both research groups; and 3) the characteristics of the 
youth who participate in the study, the experiences of program group youth in YouthBuild, and 
the dosage of YouthBuild services they receive.44 The process study will also provide data to 
measure program costs.  

a. Key questions

YouthBuild design, services, and implementation

Design

 What is the organizational and leadership structure of the YouthBuild programs? 

 Who are the main referral sources and other partners? 

 Does the program offer a high school diploma, a GED, or both? If both, how does it 
decide which youth will follow each path?

 Does the program own the worksites and does it focus on rehabilitation, new 
construction, or both?

 How large is the program and how long does it last? When do enrollment cycles begin?

 How do the programs in the impact component of the study compare with other 
YouthBuild programs?

Services

 What activities occur prior to the Mental Toughness Orientation (MTO)? What services 
are available during MTO? Has the nature of MTO services changed as a result of the 
study?

 What is the range of educational and construction training services available? What is the
frequency and duration of these services? 

 What is the quality of classroom instruction and other key program services?

44 For ease of presentation, the components of the study are grouped slightly differently in this section than in the 
conceptual framework. 
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 What job placement services are available to participants?

 When does the placement process begin? Is it initiated by the participant? By the 
program? What types of employment are targeted? Are there specific targets for 
wages/earnings?

 Once an individual is placed, are follow-up services available? What services are 
offered/delivered?  For how long?

Implementation

 What is the proportion of time spent at the construction worksite and in educational 
activities? 

 Did the program experience any serious implementation challenges during the study 
period? If so, how were they addressed?

 What is the staff to participant ratio? What is the background of staff? What is the 
program’s general approach to counseling and case management?

 What is the range of youth leadership opportunities available? What is the structure of the
Youth Policy Councils? 

 To what extent is community service available and emphasized? 

 How does the program approach discipline? What are the consequences if a participant 
fails to attend activities or acts inappropriately?

 To what extent is the program faithful to the established YouthBuild model? 

 How do grantees display respect for youth’s intelligence? How do they give power to youth over their immediate environment? Do they model and

instill consistently positive values?

 Is the work they provide youth meaningful and important? Does staff exhibit real and patient care for youth’s development? Do youth feel they are 

protected?

 Does the grantee provide family-like support and appreciation? Does staff have high expectations and standards? How does staff balance firmness 

and compassion in challenging youth?

Contextual factors

 How does the availability of economic and educational opportunities affect the nature of 
the YouthBuild program’s design, implementation, and impacts?

 To what extent are there alternative services available within the community? How do 
they compare with YouthBuild (and, if available, how much do they cost)?  Does the 
program actively refer control group youth to alternative services? Which ones?
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Program costs and funding

 What is the cost of the major program components?

 How is the program funded, how has this changed over time, and how do funding 
constraints affect program services?

Youth experiences and dosage

 What are the characteristics of youth in the research sample and how do these vary by 
site?

 What “dosage” of the different types of services do program group members receive from
YouthBuild?

 What proportion of youth achieves the key program outcomes (earning a credential, 
finding a job, etc.)?

  How do youth perceive YouthBuild and the relationships they build with staff and peers?

b. Data sources and data collection 

The process study will use three main categories of data: site visits, MIS data, and a 
survey of DOL grantees (described earlier).  

Site visits 

The evaluation team will conduct one round of site visits to each of the 83 selected 
programs.  These visits will start in early 2012 and take place at many programs close to the time
of random assignment.  Conducting the visits during this time frame will enable us to document 
the specific services and strategies that were in place when youth entered the programs.  

Following from best practice models of site-visit research,45 a key step before the site 
visits are conducted is for senior team members to develop protocols, or scripts, which will guide
the data collection.  Our goal for these interviews is to fully document and understand the flow of
participants through the program, the range of services provided, and how staff monitors the 
progress of their participants.  A summary list of broad topics and respondents is included in 
Table 5.  Drafts of the protocols are included in Appendix C.

We have developed separate site visit protocols for a range of topics, including:

 Organizational Structure

45 Robert K. Yin.  2002.  Case Study Research: Design and Methods (Third Edition).  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications.
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 Recruitment, Intake, and Assessment

 Mental Toughness Orientation 

 Case Management

 Academic Services

 Vocational and Construction Training

 Employment Services

 Youth Leadership and Community Service

 Partnerships

 Alternative Youth Services

MIS data 

MIS data will enable us to examine the characteristics of the youth (e.g., volume 
of participants over time, their demographic attributes) enrolled in YouthBuild and the 
services they receive (e.g., types of services, sequence and intensity of services, etc.) 
while in the program.  Additionally these data will contain some information on 
outcomes youth achieve (e.g., employment, earnings, recidivism, educational attainment 
and post-secondary enrollment, and literacy and numeracy gains) during and subsequent 
to their program participation though, as we describe below, this will not be our primary 
source of outcome data for the evaluation.  
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Organizational 
structure/

Recruitment, 
Intake, 

Mental 
Toughness 

Case 
management 

Academic  
services   

Vocational 
and 

Employment 
services

Youth 
leadership 

Program 
partnerships

Alternative 
youth 

program 
administration/  
staffing

Assessment, 
Enrollment

Orientation 
(MTO)

and follow-up 
services

(including        
pre-
YouthBuild 
services               
if relevant)

construction 
training

and 
community 
service

services         
and   
community 
context

Executive
 Director

Program
 Director

Intake/
recruitment

 staff

Counselors/ 
Case 

Managers
X X X X X X X X

Job developers X X X X

Academic 
Instructors

X X

Vocational 
Instructors X X

Worksite 
Supervisors X X X

(continued)

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 5

Topics and Respondents for Process Study Site Visits

X

X X X X

X X X
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Organizational 
structure/

Recruitment, 
Intake, 

Mental 
Toughness 

Case 
management 

Academic  
services   

Vocational 
and 

Employment 
services

Youth 
leadership 

Program 
partnerships

Alternative 
youth 

program 
administration/  
staffing

Assessment, 
Enrollment

Orientation 
(MTO)

and follow-up 
services

(including        
pre-
YouthBuild 
services               
if relevant)

construction 
training

and 
community 
service

services         
and   
community 
context

Academic/ 
Vocational/ 

Construction 
Partners

X X X

Alternative 
Service 

X

Employers X

Youth Focus 
Group

X X X X X X X X

Youth 
Individual 
Interviews

X X X X X X X X

Table 5 (continued)
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As noted earlier, MIS data will be available for the DOL-funded programs from DOL’s 
MIS system and for the CNCS-only-funded programs from YouthBuild USA’s WebSta system.  
The WebSta data cover the same broad areas as the DOL MIS data, although with less detail. 
The discussion that follows is based on the breadth of data provided by the DOL MIS.  The 
programs that do not use the DOL MIS would be excluded from the analysis of some measures.

Background information.  The MIS collects a range of demographic information.  The 
process study will use these data in aggregate form to describe the types of participants being 
served across all DOL-funded grantees, as well as for the sample of grantees that is participating 
in the impact component of the study.  By comparing the characteristics of participants in sites 
randomly selected to participate in the impact component to those not selected for this 
component, we will be able to assess the representativeness of our sample and confirm that it is 
reflective of all DOL-funded grantees.46  

Program participation.  The ETA-designed system also contains a wealth of 
information on the services provided to participants.  The services are recorded through the use 
of start and end dates (as well as expected dates of completion for activities not yet completed) in
specific activities, and whether the activity has been completed.  Activities include:

 Educational activities, including:
o Math/reading remediation

o GED preparation and high school diploma program

o Post-secondary planning and exploration activities

o Other education activities

 Workforce-related activities, including:
o Vocational/occupational skills training services

o Pre-apprenticeship program

o On-the-Job Training 

o Other job training activities

o Subsidized employment and internships

o Workforce information services

o Work readiness training

o Career/Life skills training

o Other workforce preparation activities

46 As noted earlier, our exclusion of three sites from the selection universe of 74 sites should not affect our ability to 
generalize to all YouthBuild DOL grantees, since these three programs represent less than five percent of programs 
and less than five percent of YouthBuild slots.
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 Community activities, including community service, community involvement, 
and leadership development activities

 Mentoring

 Health services, including substance abuse services, mental health treatment, 
emergency medical care and pregnancy leave

 Other supportive services, including transportation, childcare, and follow-up 
services.

Participant outcomes.  Finally, the database also contains substantial information on 
participant outcomes.  We will examine the outcome information in the MIS, both for descriptive
purposes and to allow us to compare outcomes for participants in the programs within our 
sample of 83 sites to those in YouthBuild programs not in the impact component of the study.  
The outcomes in the MIS include:

 Employment information, including:
o Placement into unsubsidized employment, including benefits, hourly 

wage, and number of hours worked
o Employment in the first, second, third, and fourth quarters after the 

program exit quarter
o Hours worked and hourly wages in the first week of the first, second, 

third, and fourth quarters after the exit 
 Educational attainment and credential information, including:

o Attainment of high school diploma, GED or skill certificates

o Changes in standardized test (e.g., TABE) scores47

o Changes in educational functioning48

 Post-Secondary enrollment information, including:
o Date on which the participant enrolled

o Whether the youth was enrolled in post-secondary education (and the type 

of school in which the youth was enrolled) in the first, second, third, and 
fourth quarters after the exit quarter

 Recidivism information, including:
o New convictions

o Arrests

o Re-Arrests or Re-convictions

47 While most programs use the TABE to determine basic skill levels, some programs use the Comprehensive Adult 
Student Assessment Systems (CASAS) test. 

48 Educational functioning is determined by test scores and includes the following categories:  beginning, low 
intermediate, high intermediate, low adult, and high adult.
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 Apprenticeship information, including the date on which the youth entered and 
completed the program, the hourly wage, and the number of hours worked

 Whether the youth obtained a driver’s license

c. Key areas and data sources used

The following sections describe what specific data will be used to address each of 
the four research topics identified above.

Design, services, and implementation 

For the most part, the data needed to explore this topic will be obtained through 
the grantee survey and semi-structured interviews with YouthBuild managers and staff.  
In addition to the interviews of YouthBuild staff and their partners, three additional data 
collection tools will be used by the evaluation team while on site.  

 Checklists to rate program quality 

Site visitors will employ checklists to rate the overall quality of services, which 
will include indicators of the intensity and duration of the services, the level of 
interaction of staff with participants, and the availability and quality of training 
opportunities.  In this instance, our checklist will begin with the sixteen core elements of 
YouthBuild programs, as developed by YouthBuild USA, which indicate fidelity to the 
overall YouthBuild model.  While some of these sixteen elements can be difficult to 
measure (e.g., “a path to future opportunity”), incorporating as many of them as possible 
will enable us to document the fidelity of the various sites to the “ideal” YouthBuild 
model.  We may also include some elements that may not be unique to the YouthBuild 
model but which may differentiate programs in terms of their overall quality of services.  
A draft of the program quality checklist is included in Appendix D.  

Using a checklist format to score a site on these and other components, site visitors can 
provide a quantitative measure for each of the programs we visit.  These scores may then be used
as part of the impact analysis to explore whether better quality services, as evidenced by the 
presence of more expected elements, is associated with larger impacts.

 Classroom observation checklist to measure instructional quality

We propose to assess in a general way the quality of educational instruction provided in 
the program.  YouthBuild seeks to provide participants with positive classroom environments in 
which to learn, from teachers who have high expectations and provide individualized attention.  
Considering that most YouthBuild participants have dropped out of high school, one challenge 
for YouthBuild teachers is how to engage students in learning the core curriculum subjects and 
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vocational training skills that contribute to their success after graduating from high school or 
achieving a GED certificate.  To meet this challenge, teachers rely on innovative instructional 
techniques and practices that differ from the more traditional approaches commonly found in 
students’ former schools.  

A checklist will be designed specifically for the proposed study, based on classroom 
observation tools developed by Teach For America to help monitor its corps of teachers who 
work with at-risk students in low-income districts.  Table 6 presents the types of questions that 
would be included in the YouthBuild Classroom Observation Checklist.  This checklist could be 
used for both academic and vocational classes.

Thus, the implementation of a basic classroom observation measure would provide useful
and consistent information about aspects of instructional quality that are central to YouthBuild.  
These data can be used to assess how well programs in the study implement their visions for 
their instructional component.  Furthermore, obtaining more detailed information about how 
successful programs provide classroom instruction will be a useful resource for all the 
YouthBuild programs.

We should note that we will only observe classroom or vocational instruction for a very 
brief period (nor more than an hour) on a single day.  Thus, we do not intend for the 
observational checklists to be thorough and exhaustive assessments of the overall quality of 
instruction, and we recognize their limitations especially in comparing grantees to one another 
based on this assessment.  Rather, we view these assessments as providing some additional 
information, captured in a consistent format across all sites, that will allow us to develop a better 
understanding of the range of instructional methods in use by the grantees in our study.

 Focus groups and individual interviews

Finally, in half of the sites we propose to conduct a focus group discussion with 
program participants in the research sample.  In the other half of the sites, we will 
conduct one-on-one interviews with two youth participants. Sites will be randomly 
selected for either focus groups or interviews, in order to ensure that the type of data 
collection used does not vary with site characteristics. We will ask youth about their 
experiences with the program, to assess its strengths and weaknesses, and about the 
program’s influence on their knowledge, attitudes and behaviors.  Focus group sessions 
will be conducted with small groups (four-to-eight participants) and will typically last 
one hour.  Site visitors will facilitate the sessions, asking the group to respond to a series 
of open-ended questions.  We anticipate that these sessions will be relatively unstructured
in order to allow for open discussion and a candid exchange of ideas.  Individual 
interviews will last approximately 45 minutes.
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Yes No

Do students seem to feel welcome and comfortable in the class? 

Does the teacher speak respectfully to students?

Do the students speak respectfully to the teacher?

Does the teacher seem to know the students well, (i.e., knowing about 
students’ lives outside the classroom)?
Does the teacher convey a “can do” attitude to students (i.e., that, through hard 
work, students can achieve their goals)?

Does the teacher work one-on-one with students?

Does the teacher make general connections between academic learning and 
vocational learning? 

Does the teacher explain or show how a specific academic skill students learn 
applies to something specific in their vocational program? 

Does the teacher make connections between the information and skills learned 
in the classroom and real-world situations? 

Does the teacher check for student understanding?

Does the teacher modify instruction, based on students’ needs and/or 
feedback?

Does the teacher give students feedback?

Is the teacher’s feedback constructive and encouraging?

Does the teacher use peer teaching (student to student)?

Does the teacher use other activities where students collaborate with each 
other?

Does the teacher manage the class so that the focus is on learning (with few 
disruptions)?

Are the students participating fully in the instructional activities?

Are the students doing something more than listening or reading?

Do the students seem to be enjoying the activities or are they intensively 
engaged?

Classroom 
Environment

Teacher-Student 
Connection

Student 
Engagement

Linking to 
Vocational 
Program

YouthBuild Evaluation

Table 6

Draft YouthBuild Classroom Observation Checklist

Dimension Question

Rating
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Contextual Factors 

As illustrated in the conceptual framework, the community context – community 
characteristics that are external to YouthBuild – is likely to affect both the characteristics 
of the research sample and the supports and opportunities available to youth in both the 
program and control groups.  For example, we are interested in learning about the general
labor market characteristics of the community, especially the condition of the 
construction industry, as well as the status of the local housing market.  We are also 
interested in documenting educational opportunities and the presence of other youth 
development services that may be available to the control group and those in the program
group who drop out of YouthBuild.

Some aspects of the context – for example, general labor market and housing 
market conditions – are relatively easy to explore using published data (though such data 
may not provide a detailed picture of the situation in low-income communities).  
However, other factors will need to be addressed through the unstructured interviews 
conducted during the site visits.  For example, through interviews, we will explore how 
local education policies affect young people’s opportunities to obtain a high school 
diploma or a GED and how the local criminal justice context affects what happens if 
youth are arrested.

 Perhaps the most critical issue to investigate is the services that are available to 
the control group, as well as services available to youth in the program group who drop 
out of YouthBuild.  The 12-month survey will provide information on the types of 
services respondents in both groups receive, but the precise nature of these services – 
and, thus, the contrast between the alternative services and YouthBuild – can be difficult 
to interpret based on closed-ended survey questions.  Thus, the process study will attempt
to learn about the types of services potentially available to the control group in each 
community.  This is a complex undertaking because the network of services available to 
youth in a particular community – through school districts, community colleges, faith-
based and community organizations, and public agencies – may be quite extensive.  In 
small towns or rural areas, it may be possible to interview one or two alternative service 
providers.  In larger municipalities, it may make more sense to speak with city officials or
others who can provide a broad-brush picture of the service environment.  Of course, we 
will also talk to YouthBuild staff about any efforts they make to refer control group 
members to particular service providers.  

Another important goal of these discussions is to obtain some general information
on the costs of alternative services.  As discussed further below, the cost-effectiveness 
analysis will need to begin by calculating the net cost of YouthBuild services; this 
requires some basic information on the costs of the non-YouthBuild services that youth, 
in particular control group members, report receiving on the 12-month survey.

58



 Youth characteristics, experiences and dosage 

Baseline demographic data will be extracted from the MIS to capture youth 
characteristics.  In addition, the MIS data will provide information about services provided to 
participants and participant outcomes.  The 12-month survey will also include a program-group-
only module with questions on youth’s experiences in the program.  

 Program costs and funding 

The final objective of the process study is to collect data on the costs of providing 
YouthBuild services.  We will spend time on site collecting cost data from YouthBuild staff to 
determine what the overall costs are for participants.  We propose to collect this information 
directly from sites, rather than from a single source, such as DOL, because our prior experience 
has taught us that site-level data collection will be far more detailed and thorough.  Many 
YouthBuild programs combine multiple sources to provide services to youth.  Thus, gathering 
information from only one source may dramatically underestimate the actual costs of program 
services because it would not include the total costs of the program.

To collect reliable cost data, we will rely upon techniques that have increased our success
in the past, including holding pilot discussions with three or four grantees to discuss with them 
how they allocate and document costs in their program.  Such discussions generally yield critical 
information that better enables us to tailor our cost questions to other grantees.  

Based on these initial discussions, we will develop cost worksheets (and instructions for 
completing them) that can be shared with program administrators in advance of the site visits, so 
that they have ample time to review what we are seeking and identify how to complete them.  
Once on site, we will review the worksheets in-person with either the Director of the program, or
the primary financial staff person (or both), allowing them to ask questions and to summarize 
any variations in their own financial systems so we fully understand what their reported costs 
include.  (In many cases, we will need to follow up later by phone to obtain information that was 
not available during the visit).  

After the first several of these visits, we will gather all site visitors together to discuss the 
primary deviations or limitations uncovered, and modify the worksheets and our approach as 
necessary.  Doing so will better prepare the site visitors for collecting data in as similar and 
consistent a manner as possible across sites.  We anticipate that we will collect data on the 
following: 

 Dollar costs associated with operating the YouthBuild programs and providing program 
services, including costs paid from the DOL grants as well as from other sources of 
funding.  These will include both direct and indirect expenses, such as:

- Administrative expenses, such as program management, fiscal services, etc.  
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- Salaries and fringe benefit costs for line staff or others working directly with participants (e.g., case managers, job developers)

- Other direct costs, such as payments for supportive services and training, the cost of materials and supplies (including construction materials) 

directly used to benefit participants, and the cost of youth stipends

- Indirect expenses, such as facilities rental and general office expenses

 Costs of other services accessed by program participants that are provided by community 
partners

 The implied dollar value of costs contributed by participants contributing to the 
production of housing.  

In some prior studies, we have found that not all programs maintain cost data in a manner
that can be successfully used for a cost-effectiveness analysis.  While we are optimistic that the 
YouthBuild grantees will be able to provide this information, it is possible that some may not.  If 
we encounter this challenge, we will collect cost information from a subsample of grantees.  

X.  Cost-Effectiveness Analysis

Assessments of the YouthBuild program will depend not only on the impacts it generates,
but also on whether the benefits are deemed large enough to justify the costs.  For this reason, we
will conduct an analysis of the cost-effectiveness of the program.  At the simplest level, a cost-
effectiveness calculation can generate an estimate of the cost of serving the average program 
participant.  However, program benefits can also be used to answer questions such as, “what is 
the average percentage increase in GED attainment per net (or added) dollar invested in 
YouthBuild; what is the average reduction in incarceration rates per net (or added) dollar 
invested; and what is the average increase in a measure of social engagement or pro-social 
behavior per net dollar invested?” 

A cost-effectiveness study is warranted, but not necessarily a full-scale benefit-cost 
assessment, given that many of the benefits are not easily valued in dollar terms.  Applying a 
dollar value to non-economic outcomes is challenging and controversial.  In a cost-effectiveness 
study, in contrast, benefits and costs are both being measured and compared, but no effort is 
made to place a market value on the benefits that accrue.

The cost analysis will use the cost data collected in the process study to estimate the 
average gross and net costs of YouthBuild per program participant.  Gross cost refers to the 
value of resources expended to operate the program.  These costs will include administrative 
expenses, staff salaries and fringe benefits, other direct costs (such as materials and supports), 
and indirect expenses (such as rental and facility expenses).  Additional costs will include the 
cost of other services used by participants, such as substance abuse/mental health counseling.
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Our most refined cost-effectiveness analysis will compare the net cost of YouthBuild 
services (that is, the cost of producing the observed service difference) to the resulting impacts 
(benefits) generated by the program.  Net costs refer to the expenditures on program participants 
that are above and beyond expenditures for alternative services and supports that would have 
been made on behalf of program participants in the absence of the program.  As discussed 
earlier, youth in the control group will likely seek out education or employment services on their 
own.  Thus, estimating net costs requires estimating the gross costs incurred by the control group
—which will primarily be the costs of their use of relevant services—and subtracting that 
amount from the total gross costs incurred by the program group.  For this purpose, we will use 
survey data to identify what services control group members access (e.g., education services, 
employment services) and how those services are paid for, and will conduct supplemental 
interviews with a sampling of community service organizations and other providers during the 
site visits to place a dollar value on the services’ costs.  

XI.  Timeline and Reports

a. Timeline  

Figure 3 presents a timeline for the evaluation, showing the expected dates for each major
component.  Visits to sites and random assignment began in September 2011 and are expected to
continue through October 2012.  The CNCS sites were selected in January 2012 and are expected
to conduct random assignment from about March 2012 through October 2012.  The process 
study site visits are scheduled to begin in early 2012 and the first youth survey (at 12 months 
after study entry) will be fielded starting in September 2012.  

b. Reports

The evaluation will produce three reports.  

 Process report.  In June 2013, a report describing the findings from the process study 
will be submitted to ETA.  This report will document, for example, the process of 
recruiting sites for the evaluation, the characteristics of sites that chose to participate, and 
process of randomly assigning youth to either the program groups or a control group.  
The report will also discuss the characteristics of youth served, the flow of participants 
through the programs, the delivery of services, variation in program components and 
fidelity, youth participation rates, and any challenges to serving participants.  

 Interim report.  In September 2015, a report describing interim effects of YouthBuild on
a range of outcomes will be submitted to ETA.  This report will use data from both 
administrative records and the 12- and 30-month surveys to examine impacts on 
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educational attainment, employment, job characteristics, community involvement, 
attitudes and aspirations, family structure and living arrangements, and involvement with 
the criminal justice system.  We will also consider examining effects for key subgroups 
of youth.  

 Final report.  In March 2017, the final report documenting longer-term impacts of 
YouthBuild will be submitted to ETA.  Effects will be estimated for participation in 
education and training, the attainment of educational credentials, employment and 
earnings, criminal justice involvement, family status and living arrangements, risky 
behaviors, health status and other measures of well-being.  This report will also examine 
effects for key subgroups of youth and present an analysis of the effectiveness of certain 
program components.  Finally, the report will present an analysis of the cost-effectiveness
of the program.

The YouthBuild Evaluation Peer Review Panel, in addition to reviewing this design 
document, will review drafts of the 30- and 48-month impact reports.
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Q1/11 Q2/11

Site selection and enrollment
Select 60 DOL-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, DOL-funded sites

Select 23 CNCS-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, CNCS-funded sites

Process study
OMB package to DOL for grantee survey
OMB package to DOL for site visit protocols
Site visits
Grantee survey fielded
Draft process report to DOL
Final process report to DOL

Data Collection
OMB package to DOL for youth surveys
12-month survey fielded
30-month survey fielded
48-month survey fielded
National Student Clearinghouse collected
National Directory of New Hires collected

Impact reports
Draft 30-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 30-month report to DOL
Draft 48-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 48-month report to DOL

Figure 3

Timeline for the YouthBuild Evaluation

Q3/11 Q4/11 Q1/12 Q2/12 Q1/13 Q2/13Q3/12 Q4/12
Quarter/Year

Q4/10

63



Site selection and enrollment
Select 60 DOL-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, DOL-funded sites

Select 23 CNCS-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, CNCS-funded sites

Process study
OMB package to DOL for grantee survey
OMB package to DOL for site visit protocols
Site visits
Grantee survey fielded
Draft process report to DOL
Final process report to DOL

Data Collection
OMB package to DOL for youth surveys
12-month survey fielded
30-month survey fielded
48-month survey fielded
National Student Clearinghouse collected
National Directory of New Hires collected

Impact reports
Draft 30-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 30-month report to DOL
Draft 48-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 48-month report to DOL

Figure 3 (continued)

Q4/14 Q1/15Q3/14
Quarter/Year

Q3/13 Q4/13 Q1/14 Q2/14 Q2/15 Q3/15 Q4/15
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Site selection and enrollment
Select 60 DOL-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, DOL-funded sites

Select 23 CNCS-funded sites
Initial site visits and random assignment training
Random assignment, CNCS-funded sites

Process study
OMB package to DOL for grantee survey
OMB package to DOL for site visit protocols
Site visits
Grantee survey fielded
Draft process report to DOL
Final process report to DOL

Data Collection
OMB package to DOL for youth surveys
12-month survey fielded
30-month survey fielded
48-month survey fielded
National Student Clearinghouse collected
National Directory of New Hires collected

Impact reports
Draft 30-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 30-month report to DOL
Draft 48-month report to DOL
Peer Review Panel
Final 48-month report to DOL

Figure 3 (continued)

Q1/17Q1/16 Q2/16
Option Period Three

Q2/17Q3/16 Q4/16
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