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HOW CAN 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
EDUCATION 
PROGRAMS  
ACHIEVE BETTER 
RESULTS? 

Photo Credit: San Francisco  Zoo 
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Mapping out the blueprint for 
implementation, identifying data 
to collect and defining questions 

that will drive continuous 
improvement. 

Analyzing and using data to make adjustments 
for better results. 

Learning 
Designing the tools and process 

for collecting data. 

A three-phase process to better results 
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Data-driven Learning: Why Bother? 

Environmental Education programs must be able to clearly answer these three 
questions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Most program leaders feel they have answers to these questions, but in fact lack data to confirm or 
challenge their thinking. The Better Results toolkit can help ensure you have the information you need to 
describe your program approach and impact. 
 
Knowing how and what value your program adds today, and how to make it better tomorrow, are 
the keys to achieving transformative results!  

Can you clearly define 
your target 
population? 

Can you concisely 
describe the core 

components of your 
program that drive 

outcomes? 

What data do you have 
that shows you are 
making a difference 

and informs 
continuous 

improvement?  
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Case Study:  

Literacy for Environmental Justice 

In 2012, Literacy for Environmental Justice (LEJ) completed a 
strategic plan calling for realignment of programs and structures. 
It achieved this alignment through a Theory of Change process. 
The LEJ goal: To ensure sustainability and effectiveness in 
creating long-term community change.  

Background: After losing 40% of its funding, the organization was 
fragmented and its grant-driven programs lacked cohesion. Staff embarked on 
a Theory of Change process to gain clarity and synergy in its programs.  
 
Progress: Today, LEJ programs are aligned within strategic priorities and 
grounded in defined outcomes. Staff work more cohesively across programs 
and no longer design new work streams to fulfill disconnected funding 
requirements. LEJ has implemented an evaluation strategy with new 
instruments for ongoing data collection. Program data are communicated via 
LEJ newsletters, board briefings, website, and grant applications. Staff collect 
qualitative data to humanize the impact of their work. 

Added benefits: Since starting this process, LEJ received its biggest grant 
ever from a new donor. Staff, board, and partners are reinvigorated – they feel 
the organization has elevated its culture, performance, and ability to respond 
to external changes and opportunities. LEJ attributes its achievements to 
engaging in an ongoing, thoughtful learning process based in a Theory of 
Change.   
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Tips for a successful journey 

• Use the worksheets to draft content for your Program Model and Theory of Change 
• Be collaborative – form staff groups to “workshop” content for worksheets 
• Seek input from those who are closest to the work as well as field experts 
• Don’t rush – think critically to design a program that can achieve results 

Use the 
worksheets 

• The TOC process is as worthwhile as the product 
• Be prepared to iterate – don’t rush through tough conversations about  

what processes are working or not working 
• Articulating the research, evidence, assumptions, and beliefs underlying 

the program design will strengthen the model and help clarify measures 

Trust the 
process 

• Involve leadership and staff in developing the Program Model and Theory of Change 
• Engage "friendly critics" in the process (e.g., peer organizational leaders, program 

alumni, field experts) whose insights and experiences may challenge or validate your TOC 
and test its strength. 

• Determine a champion and sub-team to guide the process 
• Communicate openly in the process to promote a culture of learning 

Engage your 
team, leaders, 

and critical 
friend 
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Mapping out the blueprint for implementation, identifying 
data to collect and define questions that will drive 
continuous improvement 

PHASE 1: 
ARTICULATE THE PROGRAM MODEL  
AND THEORY OF CHANGE 
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Photo Credit: Literacy for Environmental Justice 

Theory of Change overview 

A Theory of Change (TOC) is a living tool that links: 
 

 What you do  
 Who you are targeting for results 
 Why and how you do it 
 What you expect to achieve 
 
Developing a Theory of Change requires thoughtful 
conversations about how to strengthen programs.  
 

It structures your thinking and provides a platform to 
understand and measure results for learning and 
improvement.  
 

As a nonprofit, sometimes we can’t focus on 
evaluation work… [because of the TOC] it  
feels like it is becoming part of our culture,  

and is becoming institutionalized.” 
 

- Environmental Education program leader “ 
Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 



9 

Theory of Change can help you: 
 Clarify how change happens, what progress and success 

look like, and what it takes to get there 
 Identify and account for factors that may affect success 
 Know what resources are needed to create change  
 Define what is within (and outside of) your “sphere of 

accountability” 
 Know what questions to ask, what data to collect, and how 

to make decisions that lead to better results 
 

Theory of Change is NOT: 
 A static document that sits on a shelf (or file server) 
 A straitjacket that stifles innovation 
 An item to check off of your To Do list to satisfy external 

stakeholders 
 A neat way to package up what you are doing now 

 

Photo Credit: be Richardson Bay Audubon Center & Sanctuary 
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A Theory of Change is 

• Meaningful: Does the TOC describe work that is compelling and meets an important need 
in a persuasive way?  
 

• Plausible: Does evidence and common sense suggest that core program components will 
lead to desired change? 
 

• Achievable: Are resources and time available to carry out the effort?  
 

• Testable: Is the TOC sufficient, credible and useful in tracking and measuring progress 
and outcomes? 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 
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Theory of Change framework 

•  What specific aspects of a problem is your work intended to address? 
•  What is your organization’s opportunity to affect this problem? 

The need 

•  Who are the specific groups of people for your recruiting and retention efforts? 

Target population 

•  What are the core components and specific activities of your program? 
•  What is the level and length of participation needed to achieve outcomes? 

 
These core program components are the drivers of change. 

Core components 

•  What are the 2-3 measureable changes that you believe will occur as a result of participation? 
•  What are the outcomes or outcome metrics that will tell you participants are on track to achieve the 

expected results? 

Outcomes 

•  What aspects of your theory call for data collection, so you can know if it is working in practice and 
how to improve over time? 

Hypothesis 
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Your Theory of Change should include all five 
elements shown here.  
 
 
 
 
 
Elements 2, 3, and 4 form your Program 
Model in the context of the need your program 
exists to address.  
 
 
 
 
A strong TOC reveals hypotheses for how you 
intend to create change, and provides a way to 
focus your inquiry. Testing these hypotheses by 
collecting and reflecting on data, and by 
soliciting review from external peers, is the 
essence of data-driven learning.  
 

Theory of Change components 

1. Need statement: Describe the “problem” that your 
program exists to address – including root causes and 
barriers to resolution – reflecting the opportunity to create 
change. 
 

2. Target population: Define who your program is  
designed to engage and benefit.  
 

3. Core program components: Describe the critical 
elements of the program that will create change. 
 

4. Outcomes: State the measureable change your program 
aims to achieve for the target population. 
 

5. Hypothesis: Create a testable “if/then” statement that 
describes the outcomes that will result from your program. 
Clarify what you need to measure in order to test the 
hypothesis and continuously achieve outcomes. 

P
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Change worksheet 1 in the Appendix 
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Common concepts you won’t find included in this 
Toolkit – and how they relate to TOC 
Our focus is learning and reflection 

The field is full of jargon and “models du jour.” Our  
aim here is to tune out the noise and focus only on 
what is at the heart of building a culture of learning  
and reflection.  
 
If you’re curious to know our definitions of the most 
common terms used in program evaluation, please 
refer to the glossary. 

Some common terms you won’t find 
in this toolkit – and how they relate 
to your TOC 
• Logic model. Logic models may be popular, but we 

suggest leaving them for evaluators. The important part 
of coming up with a logic model (or a Theory of Change) 
is the conversation about how change happens and what 
it’s going to take. If you need a logic model for any 
reason, add inputs and outputs to your Program Model. 

• Inputs. These are the resources (staff, money, facilities, 
etc.) needed to make the program happen.  

• Outputs. These are the “bean counts” of things like 
number of youth served, number of hours in the park, 
number of invasive plants removed, etc. 

• Impact. This is what would be true in a five- to 10-year 
timeframe if you were wildly successful at significant 
scale. This often is the same as a vision statement. 

• Mission, vision, goals, and objectives. These are 
helpful prompts for getting the work started on your TOC, 
and therefore are most useful at the early stages. They 
are also useful concepts for strategic planning. 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 
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Steps in building your Theory of Change 

 

Define the need 

 

Develop the 
Program Model  

Complete the TOC 

 
Avoid the most common pitfall in developing a Theory of Change: using the process as a means of creating a “mirror” 
of your existing program, rather than thinking critically about the strongest design to achieve meaningful outcomes. 
 

 
Define the need your program 
exists to address. 
 
Identify the specific aspect of 
the need where you can make 
a measureable difference. 

Define the target population. 
 
Define the core program 
components. 
 
Define the outcomes. 

Describe the research 
and evidence; name your 
assumptions. 
 
Articulate the hypothesis. 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 

Going through the steps below in sequence often works best – but you can start at what you feel is the easiest entry point. 
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The need statement should describe the “problem” that 
your program exists to address – including root causes 
and barriers to resolution – reflecting the opportunity to 
create change.  
 
You can start broadly, but there may be several problems 
that are interrelated. Focus on the specific need or 
problem that leads to negative outcomes, and then 
clarify your opportunity to affect change. 
 
Describe the underlying reasons for your work:   
Why do you do what you do? 
 
As much as possible, quantify the need/problem, 
referencing available research and literature.  
 
See next page for guiding questions and examples. 
 
 
 

Photo Credit: Youth Speaks 

Define the need for the program 
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Define the need for the program 

Guiding questions: Identify the need 
 
• What is the scope, nature and extent (within 

your service area) of the problem to be 
solved?  

• What are the root causes and barriers to 
resolution? 

• How does the extent of the need compare to 
the extent in larger geographic areas (county,  
state, national)? 

 
Guiding questions: Define your opportunity 
 
• What is your program’s piece of the puzzle – 

the problem or part of the problem to be 
solved? 

• How is your organization uniquely prepared 
or positioned to solve this problem? 

• What does the literature say about factors 
that improve or aggravate the problem?   

Examples 

Environmental stewardship need 
California is one of the most biodiverse states in the country, 
and the Bay Area includes many important at-risk 
ecosystems. To create a generation that is motivated to 
solve or mitigate significant issues, it is essential to teach 
environmental stewardship and advocacy to young people.  
 
 
 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 

See the Define The Need for the Program 
worksheet 1A in the Appendix 
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Next, define the  
target population  
Differentiate the target population 
from your service population. 
 
Most programs serve a range of 
people with varying levels of 
engagement and fit – from those 
involved once who never fully engage 
to others who participate 
enthusiastically even though they are 
not the primary program audience. 
This full set of people you serve 
through any part  of the program is 
the service population.  
 
The target population is the subset 
of people for whom the program is 
designed that you will actively 
recruit and retain, and for whom you 
will hold yourselves accountable for 
achieving outcomes.  

Guiding question 

In specific, measurable terms, what is the population for whom you will 
hold yourself accountable to meet desired outcomes? 
 
Examples 
• Service population: Low-income youth living in Alameda County. 
• Target population: High school-aged youth of color who are under-

performing in math or science, who have little to no prior experience 
in the outdoors, and who complete orientation, intake, and a 4-hour 
readiness workshop. 

Service population 
All people who get 

something from your 
program 

Target 
population 
People for 
whom the 
program 
model is 
intended 
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See the Defining the Target Population 
worksheet 1B in the Appendix 
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Then, define core program components 

Core components are the major 
areas of service and experience that 
you provide the target population, 
including:  
 
• Specific program activities 
• Dosage (amount, frequency) 
• Duration (program length) 
 
Aim to define the core components at 
the right level. The temptation is to 
call every single activity a core 
component.  
 
Be disciplined in first defining the 
major categories of work.  
 

Guiding questions 
• What are the categories of the various program services and 

activities? 
• What are the specific services or activities provided within those 

categories? 
• How often are these activities/services being provided? For how 

long? At what intensity? 

 

Examples 
Environmental stewardship 
• Summer programs focused on environmental education that meet in the afternoon 

twice a week for six weeks 
• Conservation and restoration projects that occur once a week afterschool and one 

weekend per month during the school year 

 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 

See the Clarifying the Core Program 
Components worksheet 1C in the Appendix 
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Now develop outcomes – the changes you expect 
Outcomes are the changes you 
expect to result from your program. 
 
These can be changes in 
individuals, systems, policies, or 
institutions that you seek to achieve. 
They may reflect shifts in 
relationships, knowledge, awareness, 
capabilities, attitudes, and/or 
behaviors.  
 
Outcomes should be logically time-
sequenced, from progress expected 
within a few months of participation in 
the program, to markers of change at 
the middle of your program, to 
changes expected by the end of the 
program and, if possible to measure, 
beyond. 

Guiding questions 
• What are the changes that you can reasonably expect the target 

population to experience as a result of going through your program?  
• How will they be different or better off as a result? 
• Are the outcomes logically related to and likely to result from the core 

program components? 
• Are your outcomes realistic and attainable given the level of intensity 

and duration of the program? 
• Have you moved beyond outcome metrics and client satisfaction in 

developing your end-result outcomes (to include skills, behavior, 
knowledge gained)? 

 
Examples 

Environmental stewardship 
• Increased awareness of local outdoor spaces and natural assets  
• Increased knowledge of local ecosystems 
• Increased environmental conservation behaviors 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 

See the Developing Outcomes 
worksheet 1D in the Appendix 
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Describe the supporting research, evidence, and 
assumptions  
A sound Program Model and TOC are built on a 
combination of research and evidence along with some 
underlying assumptions about how change happens.  
 
Put together the research and evidence base for your 
program and make the implicit underlying 
assumptions explicit.  
 
Surfacing assumptions raises factors that might affect 
achievement of outcomes given your resources; this is a 
helpful step that focuses your inquiry as testing 
assumptions is part of the learning.  
 
See next page for guiding questions and examples. 

Photo Credit: Kids in Parks 
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Describe the supporting research, evidence, and 
assumptions  
Guiding questions 
 
• What research and evidence support 

the linkages among your program 
design, participants’ needs, and the 
results you seek to achieve? 

• What does the field literature say 
about factors that can make the 
problem better or worse? 

• What do you assume to be true about 
the process of how change happens?  

• Why do you believe your approach is 
the right one to accomplish the 
desired change? 

Examples 

Research/evidence examples 
• K-12 students in California, particularly those in urban environments, 

do not have consistent access to high-quality environmental literacy 
education. (State Superintendent of Public Instruction Torlakson’s 
Environmental Literacy Task Force, 2015) 

• A 2006 study by Stopwaste.org found meaningful evidence that: 
• Environmentally-related education, using best educational practices, can 

increase academic achievement across curriculum subjects.  
• Study of natural environments can be a significant factor in academic 

achievement gains. 
• Certain teaching practices and teaching support in EE programs appear to 

strengthen academic outcomes. (Stopwaste.org, 2006) 

• Research shows that students effectively develop knowledge and 
skills about the environment through direct experiences in the 
outdoors and with real environmental issues that affect communities 
and society. (NAAEE, 2010) 
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Assumptions examples 
Environmental stewardship 
When parks are cared for, the overall health of the community improves with increased resources, safety, and economic 
prosperity. 
 See the Research, Evidence, and 

Assumptions worksheet 1E in the Appendix 
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Resources to build your research  
and evidence base 
Check out these environmental education-related 
resources to help add research and evidence  
to your Theory of Change:  
 
• My Environmental Education Evaluation Resource Assistant 

(MEERA): http://meera.snre.umich.edu/   
• North American Association for Environmental Education: 

http://www.naaee.net/ 
• Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative: 

http://www.peecworks.org/index  
• ChangeScale: http://changescale.org/resources-2/ 
• Green 2.0: http://diversegreen.org/   
• Kahn, Jr, P. H., & Friedman, B. (1998). On Nature and 

Environmental Education: Black Parents Speak from the Inner 
City. Environmental Education Research, 4 (1). 

• Stern, M. J., Powell, R. B., & Ardoin, N. M. (2010). Evaluating a 
Constructivist and Culturally Responsive Approach to 
Environmental Education for Diverse Audiences. The Journal of 
Environmental Education, 42 (2), 109-122. 

• Finney, C. (2008-2009). What's Race Got to Do with It?  Whole 
Thinking Journal, 4, 21-24. 

 

http://meera.snre.umich.edu/
http://www.naaee.net/
http://www.peecworks.org/index
http://changescale.org/resources-2/
http://changescale.org/resources-2/
http://changescale.org/resources-2/
http://diversegreen.org/
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Examples 

Environmental stewardship 
 
IF we engage low-income youth of color from Richmond in hands-on skill 
building, education on relevant and local environmental issues, and service 
projects that help their communities, THEN they will feel more comfortable 
and spend more time outdoors, demonstrate responsible environmental 
stewardship behaviors, and continue to learn about and engage with local 
environmental issues.  
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Articulating your hypothesis 

A hypothesis is a summary statement 
that captures what you think you can 
achieve with the target population 
that receives the core components of 
the program. Be specific and include 
the dosage and duration for the 
program components.  
 
Follow this formula: 
 
If we serve [target population] with 
[services at X dosage and Y duration] 
then we can achieve [statement of 
outcomes].]. 
 

See the Articulating your Hypothesis 
worksheet 1F in the Appendix 
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Useful practices for getting started 

Don’t do it alone. Develop your TOC together with staff 
and leadership who can bring multiple perspectives to 
the framework. 
 
If you’re stuck, tell your story. If you find it challenging, 
start by telling someone a concise story in your own 
words about the need your program exists to address, 
the component parts of the program, and what it aims to 
achieve. Ask someone to take notes and/or sketch out 
the relationships between your program’s activities and 
outcomes as you talk about them.  
 
Or, have someone interview you. Sometimes 
answering someone else’s questions about your 
program’s goals, activities, and outcomes can help you 
clarify and specify these components. 
 

Make sure your outcomes reflect change. Your 
outcomes should be specific and measurable. Move 
beyond outputs or process measures. Visualize “before” 
and “after” pictures of an individual benefitting from your 
program. Ask yourself: 

What can that person do now that they couldn’t before? 
How does their daily life look different? 
How might their future look different? 
 
Experiment with format and structure for clarity and 
visual power. There is no one right look for a TOC.  
The right product and format should be clear, compelling, 
and easy to reference for you and your staff. Consider 
images, language, and structures that resonate with the 
culture, approach, and practices of your organization and 
the communities you serve. 
 
Check your work. If you talk through your model out 
loud with a partner and put it into a narrative form, are 
the components and the links among components clear 
and aligned with each other? 
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Source: Forti, M. (2012, May 23). Six Theory of Change Pitfalls to Avoid. Stanford Social Innovation 
Review (http://www.ssireview.org/blog/entry/six_theory_of_change_pitfalls_to_avoid)  

Theory of Change: Common pitfalls to avoid 

Confusing accountability with hope 
Be realistic about the change you can actually achieve 
and for which you can be held accountable. 
 
Creating a mirror instead of a target  
Activities reflect what your program is currently doing 
rather than what your program wants and should be 
doing. Work from what your program will be accountable 
for to identify the necessary activities, strategies, 
resources, capabilities, culture, and so on needed to 
make change happen. 
 
Failing to take the external context into account 
You haven’t taken into account the larger context of your 
program, failing to ask what is happening in your 
community that is similar to or different from your 
program and might affect its success.   
  

Not confirming your theory’s plausibility through 
research and external review 
Your TOC does not reflect, or is not sufficiently grounded 
in, your field’s research or evidence base to verify your 
theory is plausible, and you have not had any external 
peer review.  
 
Creating a theory that isn’t measurable 
You haven’t articulated the measurable steps in the 
change process to track progress toward, and 
achievement of, your outcomes. 
 
Assuming you’ve figured it all out 
You haven’t checked your assumptions for accuracy and 
relevance. 

Defining Your Program Model and Theory of Change for Better Results | January 2017 
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If you want to learn more…  

The following resources provide additional information about creating your Theory of Change: 
 
W. K. Kellogg Foundation: http://www.wkkf.org/resource-directory/resource/2007/07/spark-theory-of-
change  
 
Center for Theory of Change: http://www.theoryofchange.org/ 
 
Theory of Change Online (TOCO) to assist in TOC development: http://www.theoryofchange.org/toco-
software/  
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Origin of this toolkit: The LEAPS Initiative 
This toolkit is based on the three-year experience of more than 17 environmental education 
organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area who participated in the LEAPS (Leadership and 
Evaluation to Advance Program Success) Initiative. The S. D. Bechtel, Jr. Foundation funded Learning 
for Action (LFA), with Haile Johnston and Frances Tompkins, to design the LEAPS initiative to 
strengthen programs and build capacity in these organizations. The LFA team was led by Steven 
LaFrance and Jessica Xiomara García and supported by many of our excellent colleagues. 
 
LEAPS organizations range in program focus from urban gardening to  
sustainable farming, habitat restoration, media, residential energy  
efficiency, ecology education, and other areas, but all focus on increasing  
stewardship behavior and supporting youth development in local  
underserved communities. 
 
 
 

Photo Credit: Student Conservation Association  
Richmond Weed Crew 
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PHASE 1 WORKSHEETS 



 

 

Overview of Theory of Change Worksheets 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

• What specific aspects of a problem is your work intended to address?
• What is your organization’s opportunity to affect this problem?

The need

• Who are the specific groups of people for your recruiting and retention efforts?

Target population

• What are the core components and specific activities of your program?
• What is the level and length of participation needed to achieve outcomes?

These core program components are the drivers of change.

Core components

• What are the 2-3 measureable changes that you believe will occur as a result of participation?
• What are the outcomes or outcome metrics that will tell you participants are on track to achieve the 

expected results?

Outcomes

• What aspects of your theory call for data collection, so you can know if it is working in practice and 
how to improve over time?

Hypothesis

The six worksheets (1A-1F) that are a part of Phase 1 walk you through each step of the Theory of Change 
framework. This is not necessarily a linear process – start wherever feels the easiest and most natural for you. Use 

the “Getting Started” questions and tips below as a starting point, or if you get stuck at any point.  

Overview of Theory of Change Worksheets 



 

 

Getting Started: Exploring Your Vision, Strengths and Assets 
 

 
 

  

Guiding Questions for Codifying Your Vision 
 

When crafting your vision for your organization, start with the big questions:  
 What is your vision for what you want your program to achieve?  
 What is the change you want to see?  
 Who will you do it with and how?  
 Be sure to think about what is realistic now as well as what could 

be possible. 

Example:  
 To ensure youth from traditionally underrepresented 

communities (especially low-income youth and youth 
of color) in the conservation movement develop as 
leaders with a conservation ethic, have  opportunities 
to contribute to and learn from their local 
environment, and are inspired to serve as stewards of 
natural and community resources.  

Guiding Questions for Exploring Resources, Strengths and Assets 
Before embarking on a process to formalize your organization’s Theory of Change and Program Model, it’s important to 
identify the resources, assets and strengths your organization can draw upon to meet its goals.  
These resources might include staffing, content expertise, financial assets, funders, donors, support of community leaders or 
champions, volunteers, program alumni, physical spaces, and any others. 

 
 What resources, strengths or assets do you have at your disposal 

that will enable your program to be successful?  
 Who are your organizational and community champions? 
 Think also about what resources you will need in order to  

reach your goals.  
 

Examples:  
 LEJ’s Native Plant Nursery advances LEJ’s work by 

creating employment opportunities for youth and 
residents, providing plant stock for LEJ’s urban greening 
efforts, and supporting overall financial health by 
generating income through contract engagements and 
plant sales. 

 We have strong board leadership, are well respected in 
the community, and have relationships with local media 
outlets that provide opportunities to raise awareness 
and advance our organization’s work. 

Tip: If you’re having trouble getting started, start 
by telling your story to help prompt your thinking. 
 

Overview of Theory of Change Worksheets 



 

Getting Started: Exploring Your Vision, Strengths and Assets 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Tips for getting started: 
 Don’t do it alone.  

Develop your TOC together with staff and 
leadership who can bring multiple perspectives to 
the framework. 
 
 

 If you’re stuck, tell your story.  
If you find it challenging to fit your program into 
neat little boxes to start out, tell a concise story in 
your own words about the need your program 
exists to address, the component parts of the 
program, and what it aims to achieve (and what 
you’ve already observed). Ask someone to write 
down what you say, and/or sketch out the 
relationships between your program’s activities and 
outcomes as you talk about them.  
 

 Or, have someone interview you.  
Sometimes answering someone else’s questions 
about your program’s goals, activities, and 
outcomes can help you clarify and specify these 
components. 
 

To get clear about your vision, ask some of 
these big-picture questions:  
 What is that change you want to see?  
 Who will you do it with?  
 How will you create this change?  
 What does success look like? 

 
Clarifying your vision will then help guide more specific 
questions about your program model.  
 

More Questions for Telling Your Story: 
 What is the scope and nature of the need within 

the community? Who is being served? Be specific. 
 What is the experience of the program 

participants? What are they engaged in, and/or 
what services do they receive? 

 How are participants and/or communities different 
as a result of your work? What change do you see 
as a result of your efforts? 
 

 

Creating a Theory of Change requires you to be open about your strengths, weaknesses, and vision, which can be 
hard to start! These introductory questions and examples are provided to help you start the thinking that you will 

need to develop your Theory of Change. 

Overview of Theory of Change Worksheets 
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 Worksheet 1A: Define the Need for the Program 
 
 

 
Need: 

 

The need statement should 
describe the “problem” that your 

program exists to address – 
including root causes and barriers 

to resolution – reflecting the 
opportunity to create change.  

 
You can start broadly, but there 

may be several problems that are 
interrelated. Focus on the specific 

need or problem that leads to 
negative outcomes, and then 

clarify your opportunity to affect 
change. 

 
Describe the underlying reasons 

for your work:   
Why do you do what you do? 

 
As much as possible, quantify the 

need/problem, referencing 
available research and literature.  

 
 
 

 

Guiding Questions for Defining Need  

What is the scope, nature and extent (within your service area) of the problem  
to be solved? How does the extent of the need compare to the extent in larger  
geographic areas (county, state, national)? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

What are the root causes and barriers to resolution? 
 
 

 
 
 

What is your program’s piece of the puzzle – the problem or part of the  
problem to be solved? 
 

 
 
 

 

Why you do what you do. 

Example:  
 California is one of the most biodiverse 

states in the country, and the Bay Area 
includes many important at-risk 
ecosystems. To create a generation 
that is motivated to solve or mitigate 
significant issues, it is essential to 
teach environmental stewardship and 
advocacy to young people. 

Example:  
 Less than half of low-income youth in 

the Bay Area have opportunities to 
participate in environmental programs 
while earning an income. 

 Youth with GPAs below 2.0 are in need 
of professional skills to help them find 
employment and support their college 
applications.  

 

Example:  
 There is an opportunity to introduce 

youth at-risk who are involved in the 
juvenile justice system, many of whom 
are youth of color, to environmental 
education job experiences. Today, 
people of color are overwhelmingly 
underrepresented among the staff of 
environmental organizations, 
particularly in leadership positions.  

Worksheet 1A: Define the Need for the Program 
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Worksheet 1B: Defining the Target Population  
 

 
 
 
 
 

Demographic Characteristics 
What demographic characteristics define youth in your target population? How many youth are  
there in your community who are in your target population (how large is your target population)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assets 
What internal assets (e.g., commitment to learning, positive values, positive identity) does the program 
support for youth?  

 
 
 
What external assets (e.g., family support, empowerment, positive peer influence) does the program 
support for youth?  

 
 
 

Use this worksheet to identify specific details of the definition of your target population (participants for whom the program model is intended, as 
differentiated from the service population – participants who receive any level of service from your program).  

 

Examples:  
 Age 
 Gender 
 Race/ethnicity 
 Socioeconomic status 

 
 Target population example:  

High school-aged youth of color who are 
under-performing in math or science, who 
have little to no prior experience in the 
outdoors, and who complete orientation, 
intake, and a 4-hour readiness workshop. 

Examples:  
Internal 
 Youth express commitment to participate in 

the program and engage with others.   
 
External 
 Families work to support youth and build 

stronger relationships.  
Adapted from: Search Institute, “40 
Developmental Assets for Adolescents.” 

Worksheet 1B: Defining the Target Population 
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Risk Factors  
What risk factors and baseline conditions (relative to desired outcomes) define youth in your target  
population? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Other Program Eligibility and Readiness Requirements 
Note here any minimum requirements youth must achieve to demonstrate eligibility and therefore be  
considered part of the target population. This may also include a demonstration of motivation to  
participate in the program. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Degree of Reach in the Community 
What percent of the target population are you reaching and can you reach? At what scale? 
Or, in the context of your community ecosystem, how much of the need are you addressing, and  
how much of it are other organizations addressing?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Examples:  
 Foster care/juvenile justice system 

involvement 
 Substance use 
 Out of school or at-risk of dropout 
 Lack of exposure to open, natural spaces 

Examples:  
 Geographic boundaries (e.g., school district, 

area of city, public housing development) 
 Completion of group interview and initial 

orientation 

Examples:  
 We serve 100 of the eligible 150 students at 

X school for our program each year, and Y 
organization serves the remaining 50 
students.  

 Our organization serves 40% of Richmond 
fourth and fifth graders who qualify for free 
and reduced lunch.  

Worksheet 1B: Defining the Target Population 
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Worksheet 1C: Clarifying the Core Components of your Program 
 

 
 

Core Components: 
 

Are the major areas of service 
and experience that you 
provide the target population, 
including: 
 Specific program 

activities 
 Dosage (amount, 

frequency) 
 Duration (program 

length) 
 
Aim to define the core 
components at the right level. 
The temptation is to call every 
single activity a core 
component.  
 
Be disciplined in first 
defining the major categories 
of work. 

   Guiding Questions for Defining Core Program Components: 

What are the categories of the 
various program services  

and activities? 

What are the specific services or 
activities provided within  

those categories? 

How often are these activities/services 
being provided? For how long?  

At what intensity? 

   

   

 

Examples:  
 Stewardship 

 Recycling behaviors 
 Water saving 
 Sharing knowledge 

with community 
 

Examples:  
 Summer programming 

focused on environmental 
education 

 School-year afterschool 
conservation projects 
 

Examples:  
 Four week-long sessions 

held during the summer 
from 9am-12pm 

 One two-hour afterschool 
conservation project held 
each week 

Worksheet 1C: Clarifying the Core Components of your Program 
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Worksheet 1D: Developing Outcomes 
 
 
 

Guiding Questions for  
Developing Outcomes 

 
 

 What are the changes that you can 
reasonably expect the target population to 
experience as a result of going through your 
program?  
  

 How will participants be different or better 
off as a result of the program experience? 
 

 Are the outcomes logically related to and 
likely to result from the core program 
components? 
 

 Are your outcomes realistic and attainable 
given the level of intensity and duration of the 
program? 
 

 Have you moved beyond outcome metrics and 
client satisfaction in developing your end-result 
outcomes (to include skills gained and behaviors 
changed)? 

Outcome 
What changes are you aiming to achieve that define success? Consider tangibles (square footage restored) & 

intangibles (greater value for the environment).Think about changes you expect to see in the beginning (short-term), 
middle (intermediate) of your program, and aim to have as end-of-program outcomes (program outcomes). 

Example: 

Increased awareness of local outdoor spaces and natural assets 

1.  

2.  

3.  

 Checking your Outcomes:  
Use the worksheet below to develop your metrics – markers let you know participants are making progress towards program outcomes. 

 

These worksheets are provided to support you in achieving clarity about the outcomes you want to measure and for which you will want to be 
held accountable. If you get stuck, start with the “Outcome Metrics” worksheet on page 2 first, and then work on Outcomes. 

 

Worksheet 1D: Developing Outcomes 
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Developing Outcome Metrics 

Developing Outcome Metrics 
will help you to: 

 
 Identify the markers or metrics that 

indicate whether or not the expected 
change has occurred. 

 Ensure you have developed a logically 
time-sequenced set of outcomes, 
including markers of change within a few 
months of being in the program, at the 
middle of your program, and at the end of 
your program.   

 
 

Guiding Questions for  
Developing Outcome Metrics  

 
 

 How will you “know it when you see it” 
that participants are making progress 
towards and achieving program outcomes?  

 What signs of progress will you look for?  
 What are the milestones that participants 

will meet along the journey towards the 
ultimate program outcome? 

 What is the concrete measure of change 
you will see?  

Outcome Metrics 

 

1.  

2. 

3. 

 

Examples:  
 Number of local outdoor spaces properly identified 
 Number of characteristics of local ecosystem correctly identified 
 Number of reasons given for why taking care of the environment is important 

Worksheet 1D: Developing Outcomes 
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Worksheet 1E: Describing Research, Evidence, and Assumptions 
 
 

 

 
 

Research, 
Evidence, and 
Assumptions: 

 

Put together the 
research and evidence 
base for your program 
and make the implicit 
underlying 
assumptions explicit.  
 
Surfacing assumptions 
raises factors that might 
affect achievement of 
outcomes given your 
resources; this is a 
helpful step that 
focuses your inquiry as 
testing assumptions is 
part of the learning.  
 

Research and Evidence 
What research and evidence support the linkages among your program design, 
participants’ needs, and the results you seek to achieve? What does the field 
literature say about factors that can make the problem better or worse? 

 

Assumptions 
What do you assume to be true about the process of how change happens? 
Why do you believe your approach is the right one to accomplish the desired 
change? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

   

Example:  
 When parks are cared for, the overall 

health of the community improves with 
increased resources, safety, and economic 
prosperity. 

 Many underserved youth are disconnected 
from the environment. Providing an 
opportunity to engage with the 
environment that includes a stipend or 
educational award can be a hook to 
engage them. 

This worksheet supports your efforts to describe the underlying research and evidence base for your program,  
as well as the operating assumptions related to how you expect change happens through your efforts. 

TIP: If research feels 
daunting, start by 
telling your story to 
help identify key areas 
to define your research. 

Examples:  
 K-12 students in California, particularly 

those in urban environments, do not have 
consistent access to high-quality 
environmental literacy education (State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction 
Torlakson’s Environmental Literacy Task 
Force, 2015).  

 Research shows that students effectively 
develop knowledge and skills about the 
environment through direct experiences in 
the outdoors and with real environmental 
issues that affect communities and society 
(NAAEE, 2010). 

 

Worksheet 1E: Describing Research, Evidence, and Assumptions 
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Check out these environment education-related resources to support adding research and evidence 

 to your Theory of Change:  
 

Additional Resources for Building Your Research and Evidence Base 
 

 My Environmental Education Evaluation Resource Assistant (MEERA): 
http://meera.snre.umich.edu/  

 North American Association for Environmental Education: http://www.naaee.net/ 
 Place-based Education Evaluation Collaborative: http://www.peecworks.org/index  
 ChangeScale: http://changescale.org/resources-2/ 
 Green 2.0: http://diversegreen.org/   
 Kahn, Jr, P. H., & Friedman, B. (1998). On Nature and Environmental Education: Black Parents 

Speak from the Inner City. Environmental Education Research, 4 (1). 
 Stern, M. J., Powell, R. B., & Ardoin, N. M. (2010). Evaluating a Constructivist and Culturally 

Responsive Approach to Environmental Education for Diverse Audiences. The Journal of 
Environmental Education, 42 (2), 109-122. 

 Finney, C. (2008-2009). What's Race Got to Do with It? Whole Thinking Journal, 4, 21-24. 
 

Worksheet 1E: Describing Research, Evidence, and Assumptions 

http://meera.snre.umich.edu/
http://www.naaee.net/
http://www.peecworks.org/index
http://changescale.org/resources-2/
http://diversegreen.org/
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Worksheet 1F: Articulating your Hypothesis  
 

 
 

Guiding Questions for 
Articulating your Hypothesis: 
 

 
Dosage:  
 How much of your 

program are participants 
receiving?  

 How frequently do they 
participate?  

 How much time do they 
spend participating per 
week/month? 

Duration:  
 For how long do 

participants receive your 
program’s services?  

 
Be specific and include the 
dosage and duration for the 
program components.  
 

A hypothesis is a summary statement that captures what you think you can achieve with the 
target population who receive the core components of the program. 

The following formula can be used to articulate your hypothesis: 
If we serve [target population] with [services at X dosage and Y duration] then we can achieve 
[statement of outcomes]. 
 
If: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Then: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example Hypothesis: 
IF we engage low-income youth of color from Richmond in hands-on skill building, education on relevant 
and local environmental issues, and service projects that help their communities,  
THEN they will feel more comfortable and spend more time outdoors, demonstrate responsible 
environmental stewardship behaviors, and continue to learn about and engage with local environmental 
issues. 

Worksheet 1F: Articulating your Hypothesis 


	Phase 1�Environmental Education�BETTER RESULTS TOOLKIT
	How can environmental education programs �achieve better results?
	A three-phase process to better results
	Data-driven Learning: Why Bother?
	Case Study: �Literacy for Environmental Justice
	Tips for a successful journey
	Phase 1:�ARTICULATE THE PROGRAM MODEL �AND THEORY OF CHANGE
	Theory of Change overview
	Theory of Change overview
	A Theory of Change is
	Theory of Change framework
	Theory of Change components
	Common concepts you won’t find included in this Toolkit – and how they relate to TOC
	Steps in building your Theory of Change
	Define the need for the program
	Define the need for the program
	Next, define the �target population 
	Then, define core program components
	Now develop outcomes – the changes you expect
	Describe the supporting research, evidence, and assumptions 
	Describe the supporting research, evidence, and assumptions 
	Resources to build your research �and evidence base
	Articulating your hypothesis
	Useful practices for getting started
	Theory of Change: Common pitfalls to avoid
	If you want to learn more… 
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	Origin of this toolkit: The LEAPS Initiative
	Phase 1 Worksheets
	1.TOC Worksheets Overview_03 04 17.pdf
	Overview of Theory of Change Worksheets
	Getting Started: Exploring Your Vision, Strengths and Assets
	Getting Started: Exploring Your Vision, Strengths and Assets

	1A. Need Statement Wrksht_03 04 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1A: Define the Need for the Program

	1B. Target Population Wrksht_04 24 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1B: Defining the Target Population

	1C. Core Prgrm Cmpnts Wrksht_03 04 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1C: Clarifying the Core Components of your Program

	1D. Outcome Dvlpmnt Wrksht_04 24 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1D: Developing Outcomes
	Developing Outcome Metrics

	1E. Research Evidence Assumptions Wrksht_03 04 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1E: Describing Research, Evidence, and Assumptions
	Check out these environment education-related resources to support adding research and evidence
	to your Theory of Change:
	Additional Resources for Building Your Research and Evidence Base

	1F. Hypothesis Wrksht_03 04 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1F: Articulating your Hypothesis

	1F. Hypothesis Wrksht_03 04 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1F: Articulating your Hypothesis

	1D. Outcome Dvlpmnt Wrksht_04 24 17.pdf
	Worksheet 1D: Developing Outcomes
	Developing Outcome Metrics


