FINAL DRAFT

A Guide for Community Action Program Evaluations
Overview

The Virginia Office of Community Services recommends that the governing boards of Virginia’s community action agencies ensure that formal and comprehensive reviews of agency administered programs be conducted.  These program evaluations are conducted to ensure that the services provided effectively produce the family and/or community results or outcomes for which they were designed.  
The manner in which these reviews are conducted will vary from agency to agency.  In some instances, staff (i.e. - management, planning, and/or evaluation personnel) will conduct program evaluations presenting a report to the board or board committee.  In other instances, a committee of the board itself will conduct the evaluation utilizing information provided by program staff.  And sometimes program evaluations are conducted by a committee or workgroup composed of both staff and board.  Irregardless of how program evaluations are conducted, it is the Board of Directors’ responsibility to ensure they are completed and that the findings/recommendations flowing from the evaluations are used to improve program effectiveness and to assist the Board in prioritizing and selecting which program strategies the agency will use to address the needs of low-income families in its service area.  

The purpose of this document is to provide community action boards with guidance and a framework for ensuring that program evaluations are completed.
Why Should the Board Ensure that Agency Programs Are Regularly Evaluated? 
Board of Directors should ensure that regular program evaluations are completed for three reasons.

First, governing boards have the legal responsibility for ensuring agency operations are conducted in compliance with all federal and state law.  Since most publicly funded programs are grounded in either federal and/or state law and often are accompanied by regulations or guidelines, each local board should ensure its programs are operated in accordance with applicable program laws and regulations.

Secondly, governing boards have the responsibility for ensuring that programs are effective and contribute to the agency’s overall mission and goals.  Program effectiveness also relates to the purpose and objectives of each individual program and whether agency operations produce desired results or outcomes.  
And finally, the effectiveness of agency programs should be a key factor in setting program funding priorities and service strategies when the board prepares, updates, and ensures the implementation of the agency’s long-range strategy plan. 

How Often Should Agency Programs be Evaluated?

Community action administered programs vary a great deal in size and complexity.  As a result, the frequency and sophistication of program evaluations should also vary accordingly.  For example, Head Start performance standards require that each agency conduct an annual program self-assessment.  Given the size and complexity of the Head Start program, conducting this self-assessment (equivalent of a program evaluation) annually not only ensures the agency is meeting federal performance standards but would make good sense even if it were not already required.  Other agency programs addressing educational, housing, or employment needs may need regularly scheduled, though perhaps less frequent comprehensive program evaluations.  And finally, small or simple programs (i.e. - seasonal food or emergency services) may need only an occasional, general review.

Therefore, you might want to consider categorizing agency programs based on their size and complexity and scheduling program evaluations accordingly.  For example, you may decide that large or major programs should be evaluated every 1 to 3 years, medium or average programs should be evaluated once every 2 to 4 years, while small or minor programs be evaluated once every 5 years.

The key here is to intentionally plan your program evaluations.  In most cases, completion of only one or two program evaluations each year will ensure all major programs are regularly reviewed.

Who Should Evaluate Agency Programs?

This is one of the first questions the Board and Executive Director will need to answer.  Again, as with the frequency question, this will vary from agency to agency often based on the agency’s size and staffing pattern.  In some larger community action agencies, program evaluations might be conducted by a planning and/or evaluation department or a staff management team organized for that purpose.  Some agencies might organize an evaluation workgroup composed of both staff and board members.  Other agencies, especially smaller ones, might assign program evaluation responsibilities to a board committee.  With this document, the Virginia Office of Community Services (OCS) seeks to provide program evaluation guidance that is applicable to both staff evaluation teams and board evaluation committees.  

Evaluating agency programs is time consuming and detailed work.  As a result, if your agency assigns program evaluation responsibilities to the Board rather than staff, we recommend it be delegated to a standing committee rather than the entire board.  Many community action agency boards delegate this work to a Program or Planning and Evaluation Committee.  If your Board does not have an existing standing committee to which this work can be assigned and decides to create one, remember that in most cases establishing a new standing committee will also require you to amend the Agency’s By-Laws.

The board might also want to consider allowing non-Board members to serve on its Program or Planning and Evaluation Committee.  This would allow the board to recruit individuals with special program expertise to serve on this evaluation committee.  For example if your agency operates a number of housing programs, you could recruit someone with housing or housing finance experience to assist in reviewing those agency programs.  A side benefit to this is that it could also be used as a strategy for recruiting future board members.  Service on such a committee provides the individual with the chance to get to know the agency and develop a commitment to the agency’s mission while at the same time giving current board members the chance to informally assess whether the individual would be a good candidate for service on the full board.  Similarly the board could also choose to allow agency staff to serve on its program evaluation committee as either voting or non-voting members.

It is important however to remember that irregardless of whether a committee of the board is assigned these program evaluation responsibilities or staff fulfills this function, the results and recommendations should be reported to the full Board of Directors.  When doing so the Committee (or staff) should submit a written report to the full Board that includes both findings and recommendations related to program operations and effectiveness.  This written report should be provided in a manner that allows Board members time to carefully study the report.  After having had time to study the report, the Board should then be given the opportunity to ask questions of the committee (or staff).  And finally the Board should formally approve the report, recording that approval in its minutes so as to document the fact that the Board has fulfilled its program review responsibilities.  And finally, depending on the findings contained in the report, the Board may also need to discuss and take action on recommendations made by the Committee (or staff) or on issues that may arise during Board discussions, again recording its actions in the minutes.
What Should We Look At In Completing Program Evaluations?

If your agency assigns program evaluation responsibilities to the Board, the greatest resource available to your Program Evaluation Committee is agency staff, specifically the Executive Director/CEO, Program Directors and/or Coordinators, and Planners/Program Developers.  These are individuals with expertise, knowledge, and experience with the programs your agency administers.  Another available resource is the clients or participants served by the program.  
To assist in this process, the Virginia Office of Community Services has developed the attached “Program Evaluation Instrument” to guide you in planning for and completing program evaluations.

The evaluation of an agency program should begin with a review of program documents and reports.  
Authorizing Legislation and Program Regulations – Every publicly funded program is authorized by federal and/or state legislation.  Often the federal or state agency that is responsible for administering the program also issues regulations that spell out how the program should be implemented.  Sometimes these statutory and regulatory requirements are spelled out in a contract executed between the funding source and your agency.  The Program Evaluation Committee should therefore be presented with a copy of all authorizing legislation, regulations, and funding contracts that spell out the requirements imposed on the program by the federal and/or state funding sources.  However since comprehending laws, regulations, and contracts is difficult even for seasoned administrators, the committee will probably want to ask staff to outline and explain the laws and regulations that pertain to their program and what agency policies and procedures are in place to ensure those laws and regulations are followed.
Try not to let program legislation or regulations intimidate you.  Ask questions!  Remember it is the Board’s responsibility to ensure the agency is complying with these laws and regulations.  As a result, the only stupid question is one not asked!  Keep asking questions until you understand and are satisfied that your agency is in fact complying with these laws, regulations, and/or contractual requirements!

Program Monitoring Reports from Funding Sources – Almost every publicly funded program is periodically reviewed by the federal or state agency awarding these program funds.  Some of these federal or state agencies will monitor a given program annually while others monitor programs bi-annually or tri-annually.  For example, federal officials from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services will formally monitor your Head Start program at a minimum once every 3 years, more often if the last monitoring report found serious program deficiencies.  Ask the staff for a copy of the last monitoring report from the funding agency!  Review these reports carefully.  Were there any deficiencies or findings cited?  Were there any recommendations listed?  What corrective action(s) did agency program staff say they would take to correct the deficiencies?  Were those corrective actions implemented?  Ask for documentation of corrective actions.  These reports will be particularly helpful in identifying whether your agency’s program is out of compliance with applicable laws, regulations, and contractual requirements.

Major programs are also reviewed by the agency’s independent auditor (Certified Public Accountant) as part of the A-133 Financial and Compliance Audit.  While these reviews are not nearly as comprehensive as monitoring reviews by funding sources, the last two or three A-133 Financial and Compliance Audit reports should nevertheless be reviewed to ensure no serious deficiencies were cited.

Program Reports to Funding Sources – Every publicly funded program has reporting requirements.  These reporting requirements are spelled out in either the program regulations, legislation, or funding contract.  Ask for copies of your agency’s program reports that cover program operations for the last 2 to 3 years.
Almost all publicly funded programs today require program reports that include the results or outcomes your agency achieved and how much your agency expended in achieving those outcomes.  With these reports in hand, the Program Evaluation Committee can then compare actual program results and outcomes contained in the reports to the goals spelled out in the contract, funding application, or funding proposal submitted by your agency.  The Committee can also look for changes in program results over the last two to three years and in some cases, compare your agency’s program outcomes to outcomes achieved by similar programs operated by other agencies.
Did the agency achieve the results it said it would in the proposal or program plan submitted for funding?  If not, why?  Have the number of outcomes or results achieved by the program over the last 2 or 3 years, increased, decreased, or remained fairly consistent?  Why have program outcomes increased, decreased, or remained the same?  How could the program attain more results or outcomes?  Is there a way for the program to produce more outcomes with the same level of funding?  How much did this program cost including allocated or indirect administrative costs?  Do these costs seem reasonable in light of the outcomes or results achieved by the program?  How do your “costs per outcome achieved” compare to similar programs operated by sister agencies located in similar demographic areas?  These are all questions that agency staff should be able to answer and that the evaluation team or committee should discuss. 

Remember, there is usually a difference between program services and program outcomes or results.  For example, your agency may be operating an “employment” program.  While it is useful to know how many clients are enrolled in the program and how many attended a particular class or training curriculum, those are program services, not outcomes.  The mission or purpose of employment programs is to assist participants in securing jobs.  Therefore, an employment program’s expected outcomes or results would be measured by the number of participants who get jobs or secure better jobs.  Let’s say that Agency A and B both served 100 participants in their employment program and all 100 completed a training curriculum.  Program reports show that 80 of Agency A’s participants secured employment, while 50 of Agency B’s participants secured employment.  Which program appears to be more effective?  On the surface Agency A’s employment program seems the most effective.  However, other factors too many impact the level of outcomes achieved.  Perhaps Program B targeted its employment program to special populations with multiple employment barriers.  Or perhaps Program B provided vocational training that requires more extensive training than required by Program A’s vocational focus.  Sometimes environmental factors can impact the outcomes these programs achieved, for example the local job market and unemployment rate in the case of these two employment programs.  While mitigating factors should always be considered in reaching conclusions and making decisions, analysis of program outcomes or results achieved is an essential component of any good program evaluation.
Program Participant Feedback or Surveys – Program participants can provide your Evaluation Committee with an important and unique source of information with which to assess the operations of your agency’s programs.  Remember though that program participants are entitled to confidentiality!  That means information about them, their families, or the services they receive cannot be shared with anyone unless specific permission is given by the participant to do so.  As a result, members of the Evaluation Committee should sign confidentiality agreements and anyone violating those confidentiality agreements should be immediately dismissed from the Committee.

Program participant feedback can be secured one of several ways.  Some Evaluation Committees invite and interview a sample number of program participants who have been served.  Other Evaluation Committees ask the program staff to mail out survey forms or questionnaires that includes stamped envelopes with which to return the completed survey.  Other agencies make program participant feedback an on-going and permanent part of program operations by asking all participants who receive program services from the Agency to complete a “Customer Satisfaction” questionnaire or survey.

In addition to providing the participant’s perspective on how effective the service was, these methodologies also provide the agency with a way of tracking general customer service.  Was the participant treated courteously and respectfully?  Were services provided within the timeframe outlined by the staff or by program literature?  Were phone calls returned promptly?  How could the agency improve this program or the agency’s procedures for operating the program?  Did the agency’s program services lead to the results or outcomes expected by the participant?  If not, why? 
Okay, so we have evaluated our programs.  How do we use these reports?
We’ve all had the experience at one time or another of investing a lot of time and energy into some activity, issuing what we felt was an important report, only to have it sit on a shelf somewhere gathering dust.  When that occurs, we have succeeded only in wasting our time and energy.  On the other hand, if we make program evaluations an integral part of the agency’s monitoring and planning systems, they can be extremely helpful in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of agency programs and in making decisions as to which programs and services the agency chooses to invest its limited resources.

The most obvious and immediate potential impact of program evaluations flows from the findings, recommendations, and corrective action plans that are produced.  If the corrective action plan is implemented in a timely manner, the evaluated program should be more fully in compliance with program regulations and requirements, the efficiency of program operations may be improved, and program changes could lead to greater program effectiveness by producing more or improved outcomes and results for program participants.  As a result, after program evaluations are completed we strongly recommend that the board or a board committee follow up by requiring program staff to submit regular progress reports pertaining to the implementation of corrective action plans.

A more challenging, long term impact of program evaluations occurs when they are made a part of your agency’s strategic planning system.  Every nonprofit governing board is responsible for deciding to which programs and services the agency will commit its limited financial and human resources.  Program evaluations can be an additional and important tool in making those difficult decisions.
As agency programs are evaluated, you will now have data on whether each program is achieving its targets and goals for services and outcomes.  You will also now have data on what it costs your agency to achieve each outcome.  Because even efficient and effective programs will vary widely in what it costs to achieve outcomes, it is not useful to use that data alone to compare agency programs.  The data though is very useful in helping a governing board to focus on the impact agency programs have on low-income families and communities.  When a governing board uses program evaluation data in combination with the results of a comprehensive needs assessment, it is better equipped to judge what impacts or outcomes are most critical, valuable, or important to the agency and the communities it serves.          
Conclusion
Why is it important for your Board of Directors to ensure that agency programs are evaluated?  There are several answers to that question.

 First, the Board of Directors is legally responsible for ensuring your Agency complies with program legislation and regulations.  Violation of legislative and/or regulatory requirements could result in the termination of agency programs with all the accompanying bad publicity and loss of credibility that ensues.  In some cases agencies have to refund all or part of the program funds it may have already expended for a given period of time.  There have been instances of funding sources requiring the refund of $100,000 or even more from local community action agencies.  And when this happens, it is the Board of Directors that the funding agencies hold responsible for ensuring the agency repays disallowed costs that were expended by its programs.  So as you can see, ensuring compliance with applicable laws and regulations is critical.
As a non-profit organization that depends on donations and government grants for its very existence, it is critical to your success and survival that the public knows those funds are used effectively.  By evaluating your agency’s programs, the governing board challenges staff to strive for excellence, seeking always to improve operations and become more effective.  Program evaluations may assist the staff in discovering better strategies for achieving program outcomes.  Program evaluations may highlight the need for increased investment in training and staff development.  Program evaluations may reveal the need for increased investment in technology or equipment.  And perhaps most importantly, program evaluations will give board members and staff the confidence needed to advocate for the agency with prospective donors, funding sources and the general public because you will know their investments support programs and services that are effective in achieving agency goals and fulfilling the mission of your organization.
And finally, every year your agency has to make some very difficult and challenging decisions pertaining to resource allocation.  In light of the many unmet needs your agency has identified in the low-income communities it serves and in light of the limited financial and human resources available to address those unmet needs, which ones will your agency address and which ones will you have to ignore?  Governing boards do this every time they adopt or amend a long-range strategic plan, approve an annual work or business plan, or even adopt a budget.  Establishing program or service priorities for the agency is a basic but critical function of all governing boards.  It follows therefore that the better informed the Board of Directors and Executive Director is about which of the agency’s programs are effective and which are not, the better equipped they will be to make decisions about where to allocate the agency’s limited resources.  
