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The AmeriCorps Evidence Continuum
• We recognize that it takes time to build evidence and that the strength of a 

program’s evidence varies according to where the program is in its life cycle
• The process of building evidence begins with a strong theory of change and 

logic model
• Over time, programs collect data about implementation and outcomes and 

eventually engage in more rigorous types of evaluation to determine if there is 
a cause and effect relationship between what AmeriCorps members are doing 
and the program’s outcomes

• Programs should know where they are on the continuum and have a plan for 
building evidence over time
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We expect you to incorporate evidence as appropriate throughout the 
application. The Evidence Base section is where you will describe the body of 
evidence for the effectiveness of your proposed intervention and describe up to 
two studies for moderate or strong evidence.
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Just to give you an idea of evidence levels in last year’s federal competition

• All applications with moderate or strong evidence that made it to staff review 
were funded.

• Over half of all applications reviewed with preliminary evidence were funded.

• Applications with pre-preliminary evidence and no evidence did not fare quite 
as well; however, applicants at these levels may also have other capacity 
issues or may be new to AmeriCorps.  It is still possible for pre-preliminary 
and preliminary programs to get funded if their program design and 
application are of high quality.
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Most of our field is in the early stages of evidence building.  In 2015, 52% of 
successful grantees had preliminary evidence.  29% had pre-preliminary or no 
evidence.
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Performance measurement monitors a few vital signs related to program 
performance objectives, outputs, and/or outcomes.

Evaluation, on the other hand, comprehensively examines programs using 
systematic, objective, and unbiased procedures in accordance with social 
science research methods and research designs.

Performance measurement is used to gauge program delivery and participant 
satisfaction for continuous improvement, enhanced decision making, and 
program development. Evaluation is used to assess program effectiveness and 
determine whether the program is responsible for changes found.

Program staff typically manage the ongoing performance measurement 
processes; an experienced researcher conducts the evaluation periodically.
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Facilitator notes: The results of a process evaluation are most often used to 
change or improve the program.  A process evaluation can be used to document 
what a program is doing and to what extent and how consistently the program 
demonstrates fidelity to the program’s logic model. An outcome or impact 
evaluation can be used to determine the results or effects of a program. These 
types of evaluations generally measure changes in program beneficiaries' 
knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, and/or conditions thought to result from the 
program. 

Process evaluations address exploratory questions about program operations, 
processes, and procedures, namely the who, what, when, where, why, and how 
of program activities and program outputs. On the other hand, outcome 
evaluations test hypotheses about a program’s changes, effects, or impacts on 
short-, medium-, or long-term outcomes, ultimately assessing program 
effectiveness. 

Impact evaluation is a type of outcome evaluation that utilizes a comparison or 
control group.  It is the only type of evaluation that can attribute causation to the 
program.
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-Here we show the different evaluation study designs have the ability to make 
statements about causal attribution. 

-Looking at the bottom row first – non experimental design studies do not have 
any kind of comparison or control group.  These studies cannot make causal 
statements.

-Moving one row up to quasi- experimental designs – these studies use 
statistically matched control groups and can be used to establish causality if the 
matching is high-quality and statistically valid.

-Finally, experimental design studies, or randomized control trials, use randomly 
assigned groups.  These are the strongest research designs and have the ability 
to make causal statements about the intervention. 
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Incorporating best practices from your field or from a similar program, even if 
those best practices are evidence-based, does not constitute evidence for your 
program.   Programs that incorporate evidence from other programs into their 
program design are considered evidence-informed. An evidence informed 
program uses the best available knowledge, research, and evaluation to guide 
program design and implementation, but does not have scientific research or 
rigorous evaluation of the program itself and is not replicating an evidence-
based program.   While evidence informed programs do not receive points in the 
evidence section, reviewers will also consider how evidence informs the 
program’s theory of change when assessing the theory of change/logic model 
criteria.

In this case, the applicant says it is modeled closely on another program that 
conducted a RCT; however, the applicant does not describe how it is replicating 
this other program with fidelity.  Simply being similar to, or incorporating some 
practices from, an evidence-based model is not sufficient.  It is also not sufficient 
to say that you will replicate an evidence-based program without fully explaining 
how you will replicate it.  Because the program is not replicating the Famous 
Mentoring Program with fidelity, they are not eligible to submit that program’s 
study for consideration.
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This example is strong because it:

• States the performance measure outputs and outcomes (and references 
numbers of National Performance Measures, if applicable)

• Provides numerical values for targets and actuals

• States the dosage that children in the program received – the reviewer can 
look at the applicant’s logic model to see if proposed dosage is the same

• Explains why the amount of improvement was significant

• Describes when data was collected

• Describes the instrument that was used to collect data

The reason this does not qualify as preliminary is because there was not an 
outcome study that went beyond regular performance measurement.
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What’s good about this example:

• Discusses their outcome evaluation, which is the best evidence they have

• Also discusses their PM data, so we have the full picture of the program’s 
evidence

• Provides comparative statistics (national average of 80%) to put results of 
outcome evaluation in context

• The nine-month follow up survey is appropriate for outcome evaluation as it 
goes beyond what is collected for performance measurement outcome

What could be better:

• Does not say if the outcome study was conducted by an internal or external 
evaluator although “we” implies internal.

• Does not discuss survey response rate and potential non-response bias.
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Applicants proposing to replicate an evidence-based program with fidelity must 
describe how their program is the same as, or very similar to, the program they 
will replicate in the following areas:

• Characteristics of the beneficiary population

• Characteristics of the population delivering the intervention

• Dosage (frequency and duration) and design of the intervention

• Training for the AmeriCorps members and/or other individuals, 
such as volunteers, delivering the intervention

• The context in which the intervention is delivered

• Outcomes of the intervention

Applicants must also describe how they will assess whether they are 
implementing the intervention with fidelity to the intervention they are replicating.
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What’s good about this example:

• Describes the program that is being replicated and the results of the QED

• Describes how the Money Matters program will be replicated with fidelity 
(same population—volunteers—same training, standardized curriculum and 
coaching model, regular data collection and fidelity checks

What could be improved:

• Dosage is not specified (may be in the applicant’s logic model)

• Not clear if the Money Matters QED was conducted by an external evaluator

• Methodological quality & strength of findings will be determined through 
review of evaluation report, but the applicant should provide a short summary 
in the narrative as well
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