
Welcome to the AmeriCorps Informational 
Session. This is the fourth in a series of 4 webinars that will orient you to 2016-2017 
AmeriCorps*State grant funding and the basic concepts and frameworks to help you 
determine how your organization might seek a partnership.

Housekeeping: 
-I have muted all phone lines to reduce background noise.
-If you have a question, please use your chat window or hold questions until the Q&A at 
the end of this session.
-This presentation will be made available on our website, 
-You’ll also find a lot more information regarding this opportunity.
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AmeriCorps Grants provide funding to high‐quality programs that demonstrate an 
evidence‐based or evidence‐informed approach to strengthening communities and 
solving community problems by engaging individuals in service as AmeriCorps 
members.

Grants are awarded to nonprofits, Indian tribes, colleges and universities, and state and 
local public agencies to address unmet needs in education, economic opportunity, 
veterans services, disaster services, health, the environment, and more. 

A grantee might use AmeriCorps resources to make an existing program more effective, 
to reach previously underserved communities, or to expand their activities beyond 
what they were able to do without AmeriCorps. 

However, it is important to understand that AmeriCorps funds do not duplicate, 
displace or supplant resources that currently exist in a community. AmeriCorps 
members cannot be used to take the place of staff, current volunteers, or existing 
funding. 
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AmeriCorps grants are awarded on a competitive basis to eligible applicants.

AmeriCorps grants include an allotment of AmeriCorps member positions and 
associated funding. The funds awarded by CNCS are directly tied to the specific number 
of members awarded.

AmeriCorps grants are solely for program expenses and cannot be used for general 
organizational operating expenses. 

All AmeriCorps Grants provide partial funding to support AmeriCorps projects and 
programs. Grant recipients must contribute additional resources to support the 
project.  
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Performance measurement is the ongoing, systematic process of tracking your program 
or project’s outputs and outcomes. 

Outputs are the amount of service provided. They measure the completion of activities 
and document the fact that individuals received services, products were created, or 
programs were developed. They answer the question, “How much service did we 
perform?” or “What products did we develop?” They do not answer the question, 
“What changed as a result of the service provided or product developed?” 
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Outcomes reflect the changes or benefits that occur. Outcomes can reflect changes in 
individuals, organizations, communities, or the environment. This may include changes 
in attitudes, knowledge, behavior, or condition. For example, changes within an 
organization may include an enhanced system to better serve community members. 
Outcomes answer the question, “What difference did our service make for 
beneficiaries?” or “How did the new system or product enhance the capacity of the 
organization to serve the community?”

In general, the most compelling outcomes address changes in behavior or conditions. 
However, what makes a change compelling is not just the type of change but the 
magnitude or amount of change. And, of course, the change should reflect the activity’s 
intended purpose.

In summary, performance measurement can show whether a change occurred. To find 
out whether the change occurred because of the intervention, you would use other 
approaches, such as evaluation methodologies.
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One way to understand what performance measurement is, is to distinguish it from 
what it is not. By comparing performance measurement and impact evaluation, we can 
see that they differ in several key areas.

Causality:
•Performance measurement does not try to “prove” that an intervention caused an 
outcome. It does provide snapshots of how a program is functioning and draws from 
the evidence found in the program theory of change. 
•Impact evaluation, on the other hand, looks for evidence of a causal relationship 
between the intervention and outcomes. Impact evaluation seeks to “prove” the theory 
of change. 

Implementation:
•Performance measurement involves regular, ongoing tracking of outputs and 
outcomes.
•Impact evaluation may occur from time to time, or as needed, but is not a regular, 
ongoing activity. It also provides a deeper examination of program functioning. Impact 
evaluation may look at a wider range of outcomes than are likely to be addressed by 
performance measurement.

Time Focus:
•Performance measurement usually focuses on shorter term changes, those that can 
be observed within a year.
•Impact evaluation may also be concerned with short term outcomes, but it often 
includes a focus on longer term changes as well. For example, an impact evaluation 
may involve following service beneficiaries for more than a year to look for evidence of 
longer term benefits.
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When considering design…
•Performance measurement strives for high-quality data, while striking a balance 
between rigorous data collection and what is feasible for program staff to measure on 
an ongoing basis. “Rigorous data collection” uses methods that are appropriate to 
answer the measurement question, applies collection methods consistently, and pays 
careful attention to data quality and completeness. Data collection methods for 
performance measurement tend to be relatively simple, so that program staff can 
implement them with limited time and resources. 
•Impact evaluation strives for high rigor; with scientifically-based research designs, 
often using multiple methods. This involves comparing people exposed to an 
intervention (called the “experimental” group) to people who were not exposed (a 
“control” or “comparison” group). The impact evaluation is designed to discover any 
differences between outcomes for the two groups, and determine if the intervention is 
responsible. 

In summary, an important distinction between performance measurement and impact 
evaluation involves causality. Performance measurement provides a view of how the 
program is functioning, but does not seek to prove that the program is the specific 
reason for improvements within the target population for the intervention. Impact 
evaluation seeks to pinpoint the program as the source of improvements. Since one of 
the goals of impact evaluation is to prove causality, a higher level of rigor is required 
than for program evaluation. 

There are differences but both performance measurement and impact evaluation strive 
for systematic data collection to track program success. 
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Measureable Performance Measures relate to the members service to the community. 
While some Performance Measures allow the program to measure the impact on the 
member that shouldn’t be your only measurable activity.
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So why do we measure performance? 
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Another reason is accountability. Performance measurement satisfies the need of 
funders and stakeholders (including CNCS participants, board members, community 
members, staff and clients) to see that the program or project  is getting results. 
Performance measurement helps you communicate achievements in a way that funders 
and stakeholders will find meaningful and compelling.

Another reason to measure performance is to determine if the change you thought 
would happen with your intervention is actually occurring. Performance measurement 
is a systematic way to collect reliable information about the intervention’s 
implementation and progress toward outcomes. 
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You can also use performance measurement data to spot and correct problems. Are 
you reaching the population you intended? Do some people require more or less 
intensive service to show a positive outcome? Even when an intervention is 
implemented exactly as planned, performance measurement can help you find ways to 
strengthen the intervention to make it more effective.

Performance measurement is a way to get feedback so you know if your intervention is 
making the expected difference, and helps you decide how to make the most effective 
use of your limited resources. 

12



13



CNCS has established a set of national performance measures that reflect its Strategic 
Plan and programming priorities. These include: Disaster Services, Economic 
Opportunity, Education, Environmental Stewardship, Healthy Futures, Veterans and 
Military Families, and Capacity Building.

National performance measures means that everyone will use common terms, 
definitions, and approaches to measurement. This will make it possible to combine data 
from programs and projects with confidence.
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The theory of change is the foundation for your performance measures and an aligned 
theory of change is the first step to ensuring quality. 

After checking the elements of the theory of change for cause and effect relationships, 
you next need to look closely at the intended outcome. Is it a high quality outcome? 

If the intended outcome identified in your theory of change is broad or you noted more 
than one outcome, now is the time to focus and specify the outcome more narrowly. If 
you are planning to select a national performance measure, check the fit with the 
elements of your theory of change.

This graphic reflects key steps in the program planning process to ensure selection of 
high quality performance measures. 
• Begin by making sure that the elements of your theory of change are aligned, 
• Then, review the outcome to make sure it is accurate, meaningful and realistic,
• And finally, make sure the output and outcome performance measures are aligned.

For a full review of the theory of change, see the “Program Design & Management Info 
Session” module. 
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“Alignment” is the correct or desirable coordination or relation of components. When 
considering alignment of the elements within a theory of change or performance 
measures, make sure that each element is in proper relation to one another. The 
progression from one element to the next, and the connections between the elements, 
should be logical. 

By precisely defining and connecting all these elements, you will have a clear chain of 
reasoning that enables you to:
•strengthen your theory of change, 
•better articulate the performance measures your project is trying to achieve, 
•more accurately measure your performance, and 
•more clearly report progress. 
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Remember that the arrows in the theory of change diagram depict the logical flow or 
“if-then” relationship between each element. However, the thought process used to 
formulate a theory of change starts with the reason for the intervention - the problem 
or need - then the intended change - the outcome - and then the activity that will bring 
the outcome about - the intervention.

When we speak of alignment within the theory of change, we are looking for the logical 
flow and connection between the three main elements; 
• the identified community need or problem to be addressed, as documented by 

available data on the negative conditions that exists;
• an intended outcome that addresses or resolves the need; and 
• The evidence-based intervention with a specific design and dosage that has a clear 

cause-and-effect relationship with the intended outcome. 

The first key alignment issue to confirm is that the intended outcome is based on the 
identified community need; that the change or intended outcome clearly addresses the 
community need. Next, check to affirm that the selected intervention can be expected 
to result in the intended outcome. 

If the elements in your theory of change are aligned, you have good reason to believe 
that if you do an activity in a certain way, it will result in the change you want to see by 
addressing the problem you identified.
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Here is a simplified example of a theory of change for a veterans project.

The problem in the community is identified as the high unemployment rate among 
young veterans, and it is attributed to a lack of marketable skills, including a lack of 
education degrees, training credentials and professional experiences.

This outcome - Veterans find or are placed in jobs - directly responds to the identified 
problem of unemployment. This outcome is closely aligned with the need.

The intervention provides veterans with assistance to find vocational training or 
educational program opportunities, sources of financial aid, tutoring support, as well as 
internship opportunities. The evidence shows that the wrap-around education support 
services identified in the intervention will ensure completion of the credentials and 
provide professional experience and impact veteran employment, the outcome. This 
service activity is directly tied to filling the education degree or credential gap identified 
in the need. 
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At first, trying to ascertain how meaningful an outcome is might seem like a subjective 
exercise. But let’s look at some criteria that can help. When taken together, this list can 
help determine the merits of competing choices for the most meaningful outcome. 

For an outcome to be meaningful, consider:
• Does your intended outcome closely align with your identified Community need or 

problem? Check and clarify so that the outcome is directly addressing the stated 
need or problem.

• Is the outcome a compelling and powerful change in the lives of beneficiaries? Is the 
outcome getting at the key change you want to occur? 

Check with other stakeholders in the community and see if they are also convinced that 
the outcome is important. It is common for projects to want to ‘know it all’ and most 
have a long list of interesting outcome measurement questions they would like to 
pursue. However, the selected performance measure outcome should not only respond 
directly to the identified need or problem but do so in a substantial and powerful way. 
The intended outcome should not be peripheral to the theory of change. 

Other criteria to consider include:
• The beneficiaries: Is the target audience receiving the service identified in the 

outcome? There may be multiple groups benefiting from service, community 
volunteers, national service participants or others, but make sure the outcome 
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focuses on the target population identified in the need. For example, if a job skills 
program where National Service participants serve, works with all unemployed 
community members, but the target population identified in the need is unemployed 
veterans, the outcome should focus on the veterans.

• The scope of the outcome: How many people will benefit? Consider the number of 
people you believe will achieve the outcome. Given the need and context, will a 
sufficient number of beneficiaries experience the intended change? 

• The magnitude of the outcome: How much change can you expect among those 
served? Not only are you looking for a change, but you will also want to consider the 
level of change. Is the outcome target you identified worth the effort? Are your 
national service participants spending a great deal of time and effort working for this 
change? Or, are they doing something else more important? 

• Evidence. Does the evidence for the intervention support your choice of outcome? 
Remember from the theory of change, your choice of intervention should be 
supported by evidence that shows a cause-and-effect relationship between the 
intervention and the intended outcome. 

While no single outcome may meet all of these criteria, by going through and checking 
your outcome choice against each item, you will clarify and strengthen the outcome you 
intend to select. 
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Your outcomes also must be ambitious but realistic.

First, consider if your selected outcome is too modest. 

The outcome should be ambitious enough to address the problem. The outcome should 
produce a discernible improvement in the problem or condition that gave rise to the 
intervention. Be careful not to choose an outcome because it is easy to measure but 
does not reflect the important change your program seeks.

The old joke of the woman looking for her keys exemplifies this error. A woman is 
looking under a street lamp when another woman offers to help with the key search. 
After spending some time looking without success, the Good Samaritan asks where the 
woman thinks she lost her keys. She replies, “I think I lost them down the block but it’s 
dark down there so I’m looking under this street lamp”. We can all see the absurdity of 
this strategy. She focuses her attention on where it is easiest to look, not where it is 
relevant to look.

A common program misstep is to focus on an outcome that appears more convenient 
but that is not compelling. You might end up trying to “look for” or measure an 
outcome that is easy but has little relevance to the identified need and planned 
intervention. 
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The performance measure outcome should reflect what you hope to see at the end of 
the intervention. 
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Program timeframe
An outcome selection should consider the program timeframe. The outcome needs to 
be measurable within the annual grant period. For example, a new community health 
education campaign may not result in measurable health improvements in heart 
disease within the annual grant period. However the project may be able to select 
another outcome, increased healthy living practices, which would likely contribute to 
lowered heart disease in the future and be measureable within one year.
Scope of Intervention 
An outcome should also consider the scope of the intervention and those outcomes 
directly resulting from it. Look for outcomes directly addressed by the intervention and 
not beyond its scope. Check your theory of change. For example, a financial literacy 
education program for high school students should not try to measure improved 
financial literacy of the students’ family members. The program should measure 
knowledge gained by those directly served, the students, given the focus of the 
intervention. 
Severity of the problems being addressed
The outcome should keep in mind the severity or intractability of the problems being 
addressed. For instance, selecting the outcome, “increase the number of students with 
a GPA of 3.9 or higher” would be overly ambitious if the target population of students 
are at-risk of dropping out. Such an outcome does not take into account the challenge 
of the context of the target population. 
Program Resources
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Program resources must also be taken into account. While programs should strive to 
have ambitious and compelling outcomes, this must be balanced with the staff time and 
expertise needed to achieve them. Program resources aren’t just about capacity to 
measure. They are also about capacity to produce certain kinds of outcomes given the 
resources for the intervention; the design and dosage of the intervention. For example, 
a program in which mentors engage with their assigned student once a month for two 
hours for 6 months cannot expect to see the same outcomes as a program in which 
mentors spend three hour a week with their mentees for 12 months.
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Let’s consider how to ensure strong alignment within a set of performance measures; 
that is between an output performance measure and an outcome performance 
measure.

When we talk about an aligned set of performance measures, we are referring to the 
strong link between the output and outcome; the outcome results from the output. 
Remember, an output is the amount of service completed, such as the number of 
students mentored. An outcome reflects the changes or benefits that occur as a result 
of the service activity, such as improved school attendance.

Alignment also means that the output you are measuring is produced by the 
intervention. For example, if the intervention is that national service participants 
mentor youth, then the output would track the number of youth who are mentored.

In addition, an aligned output and outcome measure the same intervention and the 
same beneficiaries. 

By measuring outputs along with outcome, programs have the context for reporting; 
they will know their level of success. Of those served, how many change? For instance, 
the output is that 100 children complete the early education program and the outcome 
is 75 of those children improved numeracy skills. The output establishes the pool of 
beneficiaries we are looking to change. In the example, the level of success is that 75 
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out of 100 of the children improved numeracy skills. 

Let’s look at a an example and see if the output and outcome are aligned.
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Here is a summary of the key points covered in this session:

Performance measurement is a systematic process of measuring progress through outputs and 
outcomes. Remember, outputs are the amount of service completed (usually the number of 
people served unless you are doing environmental activities); outcomes are the change that 
occurred due to the service.

Performance measurement does not seek to “prove” a causal relationship between the 
intervention and the outcome in the theory of change. Instead, it provides a snapshot of 
progress and shows that a change happened. Performance measurement data can show you if 
your intervention is having the intended effect.

Impact evaluation, on the other hand, uses rigorous methodologies that can determine if 
outcomes occurred because of the intervention. Impact evaluation also can look at longer term 
outcomes than are possible within a one year timeframe. 

Strong performance measures align with the theory of change; that is, your program’s 
identified need, chosen intervention, and intended outcome. The intervention is based on 
evidence that supports a cause-and-effect relationship between the intervention and the 
intended outcome. Look to your theory of change to identify appropriate outcomes.
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Strong outcomes are meaningful and ambitious, but also realistic and measurable within the 
time frame. They should match the type of change you want to achieve and which directly 
address the need or problem. 

Strong performance measures are aligned, in that output come from the intervention, and the 
outcome is likely to result from output. Both the output and outcome measure the same 
intervention and beneficiaries.
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Be aware of the following Federal Rules and Regulations…you will need to be familiar 
with these and how they may affect your program.
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This concludes the AmeriCorps Basics Informational Session This is the second of four 
webinars to assist grant applicants in understanding how to apply for AmeriCorps 
funding. In addition to these webinars, please review the Notice of Funding 
Opportunity and other materials posted on our website to help you prepare to apply for 
an AmeriCorps grant. 
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