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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The Social Research and Demonstration Corporation (SRDC) has been conducting research and 
consolidating information from potentially promising practices to empower youth from families 
with low incomes to be active participants in their own preparation for post-secondary education 
(PSE). This synthesis report summarizes earlier work by SRDC to prepare (a) a literature 
review that identified documented research and evaluations of Canadian and international 
programs meeting pre-specified criteria and (b) a pan-Canadian environmental scan of 
community-based programs, services and supports that foster youth empowerment with respect 
to PSE preparedness. It rounds out the project with a discussion and recommendations on 
potential interventions for future piloting including target populations, type of partners, and 
methodological considerations to assess long-term results. 

To support the literature review and environmental scan, SRDC first developed a search strategy 
to meet the objectives of the project. It began with its own existing knowledge base – built since 
2003 as a result of SRDC’s involvement in the development and testing of multiple Canadian 
youth empowerment initiatives. SRDC then built out its own library of relevant publications 
through contact with its network of analysts working in this area. Then it used standard search 
techniques to ensure it has not left gaps in the knowledge needed to produce a comprehensive 
review. Ultimately, a total of 204 papers, reports and grey literature met the criteria for 
inclusion. Within these, SRDC identified 61 programs that would be analyzed to help meet the 
objectives of the project. The literature also informed a detailed understanding of previously 
evaluated youth empowerment programs and thus the narrowing down of options for pilot 
projects.  

LESSONS FROM THE LITERATURE 

SRDC identified recommendations for steps in decision making. Pilot project developers should: 

 Identify the core target group motivation and tailor support accordingly by considering 
very carefully the barriers that need to be tackled. Are youth already aspiring to attend PSE 
but need empowering through support to get there? Or are they uninterested in further 
education and need empowerment through motivation – providing social and cultural capital 
such that they embrace the role PSE could play in transforming their lives? 

 Engage youth who will not enter PSE without intervention, deciding how best to ensure 
the youth who most need empowerment will actually receive the relevant services through 
the program. It will not be enough to expect youth to seek out support and volunteer to 
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attend sessions. The program may need to go to where the target youth are and engage them 
through their current interests before phasing in PSE-related components. 

 Have a viable mechanism to engage all youth in the target group in the program by 
accommodating the diversity of youth experiences within all program offerings. For 
example, it will be important for Indigenous participants that youth programming is 
culturally relevant. It will be important for youth with disabilities that the programming they 
receive is accessible. However, these underrepresented groups overlap (as do most others) 
and likely share many common needs around motivation and/or understanding the benefits 
of PSE and available financial supports. Thus, programming should be designed with all 
targeted groups and their intersections in mind. 

 Simplify participation from the youth’s perspective. Avoid introducing new barriers or 
stigma through program procedures such as hard deadlines, fees, or unnecessary forms. 

 Develop program content with focus on youth engagement and need with respect to 
PSE access, developmental sequence, and pedagogy. Priorities for programming include: 

o matching the needs youth have to make the pathway towards their envisaged 
future selves a desired and viable one. Program activities must be engaging and 
attractive to ensure youths are supported in arriving at informed decisions about 
meeting their goals. 

o planning from the youths’ perspective not the program funders’ or 
administrators’. Youth are on a trajectory from childhood into adulthood and 
need continuity in the most relevant supports for their age and stage in career-
decision making. Youth are most at risk of dropping out when their support 
systems change. This clearly presents an opportunity for programming. The 
success of “summer melt” programming highlights the vulnerability created by 
the gap between the end of Grade 12 and PSE. Aging out of the care system also 
presents as a highly sensitive time for affected youth.  

o embracing funding and staffing plans that sustain supports for as long as each 
youth needs them and through the inevitable transitions each youth will face. 

 Evaluate with a convincing counterfactual design to yield credible estimates of 
program impacts. Build rigorous evaluation into programming from the outset. There is a 
clear need for better information on what interventions work for whom, and how. With a 
rigorous evaluation framework, all partners can begin to understand the effects of their 
programs and consider their merits. Without evaluation, there is a risk of introducing 
multiple and competing programs that duplicate or cancel out each other’s effects, possibly 
yielding outcomes that are less than optimal for the individuals involved. Importantly also, 
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without evaluation we may simply not know programs’ negative effects. Decision makers 
and practitioners can use evaluation to fine tune program design and better fulfill their 
objectives. Evaluation of what works helps align the types of PSE pathways youth follow to 
their aspirations and (ultimately) their community’s and country’s future social development 
needs and labour market realities. 

The literature reviewed supports the above recommendations. Nevertheless, it draws its lessons 
from two or more decades of activity internationally and can report only on what the studies and 
evaluations measured. SRDC sought to learn more detailed insights from the environmental scan 
interview stage of the project. SRDC interviewed 11 operators of Canadian youth empowerment 
programs to learn about the refinements they found necessary to deliver programs currently in 
Canada, and on what worked best – based on their experience – to empower youth for PSE 
preparedness. 

LESSONS FROM THE ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 

SRDC interviewed Canadian youth empowerment programs identified in the literature or by key 
informants, not necessarily those subject to rigorous evaluation. Below are the crosscutting 
observations and dominant themes emerging from SRDC’s synthesis: a combination of common 
practices and recommendations reported by the program operators. 

Selecting youth: role of partnerships 

More often programs target middle-school students, which is generally justified by reference to 
the PSE access literature, than high school students. The latter have gradually extended their 
target (informally or formally) toward middle school students over time. Most of the programs 
target youth with “high needs”, "barriers to PSE”, or "at risk" of not moving onto PSE. Operators 
suggest identification and selection of youth are both difficult and possibly most effective when 
done by actors closest to the students. Here, partnership with school boards, schools and post-
secondary institutions can be important. A common targeting approach delegates to school board 
administration to identify schools, and school administration to identify students. Among 
community-based programs, Pathways to Education is by far the most rigorous in its selection 
criteria. Once a community is targeted, all youth in that community are included. 

Education savings and financial literacy 

Programs targeting younger youth integrate financial preparation for PSE (including the Canada 
Education Savings Program) into lessons and appointments for parents, but with youth 
participants present. For older youth, empowerment activities that include a financial literacy 
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focus include information about the costs and benefits of PSE, available funding for PSE, and 
advising on the aid application process. Longer-run programs often feature direct contributions 
(e.g., scholarships) towards the costs of PSE. 

Program design and setting: other important program features and components 

SRDC heard often that youth should be co-creators in programming; listened to carefully. 
Features judged important by operators included: supportive relationships between students and 
adult staff/older mentors who foster a sense of trust, belonging, and support for students; being 
responsive to student’s voice and choice; practical and engaging activities for students; academic 
support; parent engagement activities; practical supports for completing the specific 
administrative requirements to apply for PSE; financial incentives in return for participation; 
providing very specific information about how to make PSE financially viable. 

Physically having a presence in the post-secondary world (education or work) and real-world 
LMI is important for fostering aspirations, demystifying the unknown, linking students to 
practical and useful resources, and creating a future vision. Middle-school age programs are 
delivered more often at the classroom level than toward individuals. High school interventions 
are more often tailored to individuals than delivered at the classroom level. Align and integrate 
program with provincial education curriculum as much as possible, but many of the targeted 
youth have negative associations with the school experience; try not to re-create school in 
programming. Build evaluation in from the beginning and use the data, evaluation results and 
recommendations to build better programming and secure funding. 

Inevitably, the per-participant cost of programs will vary along many dimensions including 
features and components and program economies of scale. The programs included varied 
considerably in scale.  

Personnel 

Operators stressed the importance of investing in building strong and committed 
staff/instructors/teachers/mentors since fostering a connection between leader and youth is 
critical. Leaders should be relatable, respectful, and engaging. This may take the form of formal 
or informal "mentoring", but the essential component is that a positive, trusting relationship 
exists between adult and youth. All staff and volunteers should be trained on, and knowledgeable 
of, the population being served. Academic support activities should be underpinned by 
meaningful relationships with students, as this facilitates successful learning. One-on-one 
support for the practical matters of PSE application is invaluable. Having a college advisor or 
well-informed adult is ideal. 
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Limits to program effectiveness  

The most commonly identified factors acting to limit program effectiveness were parental 
engagement/commitment; quality and capacity of instructors/facilitators/leaders, and staff 
turnover; investment/buy-in by teachers and school administration; poverty/life circumstances; 
funding limitations and variability; geographic proximity and available space in schools/on post-
secondary campuses. 

PILOT PROJECT RECOMMENDATIONS 

The aim for the project is to identify options for pilot projects to test potential solutions to better 
empower youth for PSE readiness, which could be replicated/built upon by the Government in 
collaboration with partners. 

The evidence gathered in this project – however comprehensive – provides only a partial and 
biased guide to identifying the type of youth empowerment program to pilot. While evidence 
should inform decision-making, information from evidence only makes sense in the context of 
clear objectives for the pilot. The objectives determine the information being sought from the 
pilot, including the target youth and desired outcomes but also what should happen following 
the pilot (its goals). Local population knowledge (including youth empowerment programing 
already present) and practical considerations about how best to implement a pilot have key 
bearings on the choice of pilot, to ensure its goals have the maximum chance of being achieved.  

Thus, to conclude the report SRDC discusses evidence limitations, pilot goals and objectives, 
potential interventions, target populations, types of partners, and methodological considerations 
to assess long-term results (such as impact on PSE enrolment): 

 SRDC has set in context what has and has not been reviewed and included as evidence. A lot 
has been learned during the project, but considerable evidence has also been excluded. The 
biases inherent in different sources of evidence have to be acknowledged. 

 SRDC presents its assumptions for what a future pilot project is intended to achieve. There 
can be many purposes for pilots: they can fill gaps in knowledge, or test theory, they can 
establish real world costs and benefits and behavioural responses that support modelling of 
yet further new designs, they can road test initiatives prior to national roll out or respond to 
locally identified needs. 

 SRDC reviews pros and cons for two key dimensions of decision-making on how and what to 
pilot: whether to work with existing programming or new and how much evidence should 
dictate the combination of program components. It weighs up the specific options identified 
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in the literature and environmental scan against these two key dimensions for decision-
making. 

 SRDC concludes with a presentation of four alternative models for pilot projects that could 
best meet the assumed objectives for a pilot. These represent potential outcomes of a 
selection process with priorities determined by the context, assumptions, dimensions, and 
specific options that went before. SRDC does not expect these specific models to be taken 
forward. 

For the core target group SRDC assumed the ambitious goal of solving Canada’s PSE access 
problem to the maximum extent possible by empowering all youth for PSE preparedness. The 
objective for the pilot then becomes testing an intervention that – were it implemented across 
Canada – would maximize the impact on PSE access for the youth who could be motivated and 
enabled to attend, given the right services and supports. This target diminished the 
attractiveness of niche programs that will not reach all youth as well as geographically restricted 
programs that are thus not fully scalable.  

Figure 1 sets out some options with sequences of programming shown on each row, against an 
approximate scale of likely pilot project cost. To reach all youth in time to motivate and 
substitute social and cultural capital, the program must start early. However, the program needs 
also to stick with youth after they become motivated to help them navigate all remaining critical 
decision points. An ideal program model would combine the program features of these 
approaches into an ongoing set of supports from Grade 6 through and beyond Grade 12. The 
Achievement Program already does this on a small scale. 

Thus, we include a high cost, high touch program model that would definitely be worthy of 
piloting. It would include the initial experiential learning of Career Trek to build motivation in 
youth but would expand the model to all students. Career Trek’s all-encompassing effort to 
engage families with post-secondary financing options and enrol youth in Canada Education 
Savings programming is an important enabling feature. To guide youth through their later, high 
school decision making, an engaging and developmentally sequenced set of career education 
workshops borrowing heavily from rigorously-evaluated programs like Explore Your Horizons 
and Life After High School is recommended – getting all youth to the point of having applied for 
PSE and student financial aid. Finally, Summer Counselling is recommended to support youths 
through the final months of decision making prior to enrolment. While expensive, piloting such 
an all-encompassing program model would shed considerable light on the potential for youth 
empowerment programming to move the needle maximally on PSE access. 

Alternatively, at somewhat lower cost, it may prove possible to adapt the Achievement Program 
to engage all students, while placing a significantly earlier emphasis on occupational interests 
and financial planning (as is the case with Career Trek and Explore Your Horizons). The 
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experiential components of the Achievement Program currently focus on post-secondary 
campuses rather than early exposure to the world of work and may not prove as effective. 

Both the above high-touch models assume an intensive ongoing relationship with schools in 
order to be implemented effectively: to capture all youth initially while they are still engaged in 
education and to keep down costs of operations. Versions can be developed to operate off school 
premises but with likely lower participation and overall impact. 

A still lower-cost version would move to harness digital resources to provide activities and 
support, although ideally after initial motivational sessions modelled after Career Trek. This 
program model could resemble Career Trek plus Prospect. Should the COVID-19 pandemic 
restrict options for external facilitation in person for older age groups, moving supports online 
may be preferred. Prospect was designed to emulate the program features of Explore Your 
Horizons and Life After High School virtually but, of course, does not yet have the rigorous 
evidence of impacts associated with the in-person versions. 

Finally, a tax return-focused programming option based on the Financial Aid Application 
Assistance program model could be developed to guide youth and their parents through the key 
financial decision points that occur throughout childhood, with the aim to engage and enrol 
families in all available post-secondary financing options, including Canada Education Savings 
Program products. This model — run early or, as it was in the U.S. pilot, late in the youth’s 
development — is likely highly enabling but the evidence that it will motivate youth to aim for 
PSE (the second criterion) is absent. This absence of evidence is a good reason to pilot a new 
approach. Careful design work and consultation with potential partners, including Canada 
Revenue Agency, would be required for a nationally rolled out version that would likely yield the 
lowest cost program model per youth changed outcome of all the variants included in Figure 1. 

Although the program models in Figure 1 include sets of features from several different existing 
or already-piloted programs, there remains a key need to develop content with focus on youth 
engagement. Thus, we recommend continuity in approach, a single branding and developmental 
sequence related to each youth’s participation. This requires bringing together partners to 
develop a unified model that will serve many years of each youth’s life. Existing program 
expertise and infrastructure can be harnessed to some degree, but building a seamless 
experience incorporating elements from diverse existing programs and previous pilots will 
require early investment in design work. Design work will be needed to coordinate the partners, 
build the program content and new pilot infrastructure. 
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Figure 1 SRDC recommended program models to maximize impact on PSE access 

 Grade Summer 
before PSE 

PSE 
Model option 4-5 6-7 8-9 10-11 12 

Highest touch, 
highest cost 

 

Career 
Trek WOW 
Experiential 

career 
education in 

workplace and 
PSE 

 

Explore 
Your 

Horizons 
Sequenced 

PSE focused 
career 

education 

Life After 
High 

School 
LMI-based 

program and 
aid application 

support 

Summer 
Counselling 
Reminders and 

nudges to smooth 
the path to 
enrolment 

 

 

Achievement Program 
Financial literacy and educational workshops, athletic mentors, and academic tutors 

 

Career 
Trek WOW 
Experiential 

career 
education in 

workplace and 
PSE 

Prospect 
Online career exploration and career pathway decision-making platform 

with automated applications to PSE and student financial aid in Grade 12 

Lowest touch,  
lowest cost 

Financial Aid Application Assistance upon tax return development and filing 
Education decision-making support (LMI and automated financial aid applications) integrated with family tax filing process 

Note: Green shading indicates interventions with existing rigorous evidence of impact on PSE enrolment. However, SRDC would 
recommend modifications to all interventions and paying attention to alignment and sequencing through time, prior to 
implementation in the pilot. 
 

Whichever option is selected, evaluation should be integrated into the pilot design from the 
outset, to incorporate a convincing counterfactual design to yield credible and reliable estimates 
of program impacts. Plans for analysis of pilot program impact should be “designed in” from the 
outset. The key feature will be identifying or creating a valid “counterfactual” that forecasts 
reliably what would have happened in the absence of the new programming. SRDC would 
recommend piloting the interventions in jurisdictions willing to make available the required 
administrative data and/or development of new data systems to construct (at minimum) a quasi-
experimental comparison of outcomes across the target population for the pilot project sites. 
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Table 1 The distribution of evidence-informed program features across considered programs 
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Targeting: 

Identify the core target group 
motivation and tailor support 
accordingly: 

a. instil confidence in education-
motivated youth that PSE is 
attainable and affordable  

b. instil early motivation when 
lacking 

Both a Both Both Both Both a b Both Both b Both Both a a Both Both Both 

Content: 

An ecosystem of comprehensive 
supports that meets youths’ well-
being needs 

                  

Mentoring, counselling, role 
modeling and the participation of 
a consistent and reliable adult 
who can provide advice and 
guidance 

    ?     ?   ?      
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Timely and useful information 
about education pathways 

                  

Financial supports                   

Expectations that will support 
students developing the study 
skills and academic credentials 
they need to succeed 

                  

Academic tutoring                   

Selection: engage youth who will 
not enter PSE without intervention 

? ?    ?     ?        

Engagement: a viable 
mechanism to engage all youth in 
the target group in the program 

     ?  ?   ? ?  ? ?    

? = feature is uncertain or partial. 
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APPENDIX A: KEY DEFINITIONS 

Post-secondary education  

Post-secondary education is enrolment at university, community college, private college, or 
vocational institute, or becoming a registered apprentice as follows: 

University enrolment is defined as being enrolled at a university in a program leading to a 
degree, certificate, or diploma at the bachelor’s degree level or higher. This includes a teaching 
certificate, bachelor’s degrees (e.g., B.A., B.Sc., B.Ed., B.Eng., LL.B., etc.), any certificate above a 
bachelor’s, master’s degrees (e.g., M.A., M.Sc., M.B.A), degrees in medicine, dentistry, veterinary 
medicine, or optometry, doctorate or post-doctorate programs, professional association diploma, 
certificate, or license (e.g., accounting, banking, insurance). University enrolment also includes 
being enrolled at a college in a program that leads to a bachelor’s degree.  

Community College enrolment is defined as being enrolled in a community college or technical 
institute in a program leading to a degree, certificate, or diploma, below a bachelor’s degree 
level, excluding any programs that would normally last five weeks or less and apprenticeship 
programs. College enrolment includes CEGEP, university transfer programs, certificate or 
diploma programs in cosmetology, business administration, radiology, certificate of bricklaying, 
and so on. College enrolment also includes being enrolled at a university in a program that leads 
to a diploma or certificate below a bachelor’s degree, excluding any programs that would 
normally last five weeks or less.  

Enrolment at a private college or vocational institute involves programs leading to a diploma or 
certificate, excluding programs that would normally last five weeks or less. These institutions 
normally offer job-oriented training programs lasting no more than two years. Examples of these 
include certificate programs in cosmetology, hairdressing, automotive mechanics, computer 
technology, and so on.  

Registered apprentices include those who have registered with a provincial or territorial 
apprenticeship authority for training in a trade leading to a journey-person certificate. It also 
includes those enrolled at community college in an apprenticeship program. 

Underrepresented youth  

Youth underrepresented in post-secondary education can include locally specified definitions 
but in general are 12-17-year-olds possessing socio-economic or demographic characteristics that 
on average are underrepresented in post-secondary education relative to the general population. 
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Canada-wide such groups include youth from lower-income families, Indigenous youth, youth 
from first-generation families, youth with disabilities, males, Crown wards/youth in care and 
youth resident in rural areas. 

Community based programs, services, and supports  

Community based programs, services, and supports will include programs, services and 
supports intended to foster youth empowerment with respect to PSE preparedness or that 
increase preparedness as a by-product of their intended activities. It will not include courses, 
classroom activities run or learning materials that exist solely as a formal part of mandatory 
schooling.  

 Programs will in general involve ongoing direct transfers of information, advice or other 
resources between program operators/facilitators/mentors and youth. This definition will 
include skills development programs and curricula (e.g., formal mentoring/ tutoring/ 
workshops/ courses), delivered by community organizations as well as outreach efforts (e.g., 
mailings, social media). 

 Services will include provision of information, advice, or other resources that students can 
access on an ad hoc or as required basis such as go-to advisors, drop-in sessions, and 
websites. The information and advice will cover labour market and career information, PSE 
options, PSE cost calculators, PSE financing options. 

 Supports will include other offline or more passive tools and financial resources intended to 
increase preparedness but excluding those intended to facilitate actual attendance. Under 
this definition of supports, conventional targeted scholarships and bursaries, aid and 
program application websites, federal and provincial student aid will not be included but 
programs and services that facilitate access to such resources will be included.  

In general, programs, services and supports must be free to the youth at the point of use (so the 
review will not include fee-for-service tutors/consultants/counsellors or website subscriptions 
where services lie beyond a paywall). 
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APPENDIX B: LIST OF PROGRAMS INCLUDED IN 
LITERATURE REVIEW BY TYPE 

Programs marked * include a financial planning component. Programs marked § were included 
in the environmental scan. 

Education system improvements 

 Achieving a College Education Plus Program (ACE) 

 Early College High School Model 

 Career Academies 

College outreach 

 College of Sciences and Mathematics Outreach Program 

Academic support 

 Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID)* 

 Breakthrough Saint Paul Program* 

 College Possible* 

Financial promises 

 Dell Scholars Program 

 Indiana Twenty-First Century Scholars* 

Financial literacy 

 Canada Education Savings Program (CESP) outreach and awareness – letter mailings* 

 Information Barriers, Social Inequality, and Plans for Higher Education 

 Crown Ward Education Championship Teams 
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 LMI (Earnings) information 

 SMARTSaver* 

Support for career decision-making/Using LMI 

 Explore Your Horizons (EYH)* 

 Coaches for counselling* 

 Information, college decisions and financial aid* 

 Information on returns to education 

 JUMPStart to Higher Education*§ 

 The Berliner-Studienberechtigten-Panel (Best Up) 

Behavioural nudges: application and pathway navigation support 

 Bottom Line (BL) College Advising* 

 College Counselling to Counter Summer Melt 

 College Matriculation Support* 

 H&R Block College Financial Aid Application Assistance* 

 Life After High School* 

 Nudging at a National Scale* 

 Outreach including parents 

 Simplifying Financial Aid Information* 

 Summer College Matriculation Support 

 Summer counseling intervention 

 Texas GO Center Project 

 The Expanding College Opportunities Comprehensive (ECO-C) Intervention 

 Transcript and letter of encouragement 
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Motivational supports and mentoring 

 Career Beginnings 

 Mentoring/college coaching* 

 Sponsor a Scholar (SAS) program* 

 Success Beyond Limits§ 

Multi-faceted interventions 

 Career Trek*§ 

 College Bound St. Louis program* 

 Equity in Education*§ 

 Facilitating Long-term Improvements in Graduation and Higher Education for Tomorrow 
(FLIGHT) 

 GEAR UP 

 Grad Track§ 

 I Have a Dream* 

 Knox Achieves* 

 Lakehead University Achievement Program*§ 

 Making Education Work 

 Native Youth Advancement with Education Hamilton (NYA WEH) [§ but did not respond] 

 Pathways to Education (Pathways)*§ 

 Raise the Grade*§ 

 RAJO: The Somali Youth and Family Empowerment Project 

 SEO Scholars program 

 The Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP) 

 TRIO Programs 
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APPENDIX C: DIMENSIONS TO CONSIDER FOR THE 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PILOT 
PROJECTS 

Dimensions to consider in implementing a pilot project: established program or 
new? 

A pilot project represents a large investment of resources including considerable human effort 
over time. An intervention must be designed, developed, and delivered by people trained to do 
so, with premises, equipment, and resources sufficient for an appropriate number of 
participants. For a pilot program undergoing evaluation, participant numbers must sum at 
minimum to a large-enough sample size to calculate credible and convincing estimates of 
program impacts. Such target youth must be located, invited, and motivated to participate. Data 
must be collected and analyzed. Depending on how early the intervention is required, it may be 
many years before the first evidence of impacts on PSE enrolment can be generated. If 13-year-
olds are targeted for example, PSE outcomes will be observed six years later. A decision must be 
made over whether to continue recruiting new cohorts of participants to the project while the 
evaluators wait for the data on the initial cohorts’ outcomes to be available. Continuing to 
operate the as-yet unproven program will be expensive, but there will be risks arising from 
ending the program. Such considerations have a bearing on decisions for who should be tasked 
to operate a new program as part of a pilot. 

Rationale to build or expand from an existing program 

Given current program operators represent a pool of experience and expertise, there is a natural 
tendency to seek to task them with implementing similar programs for the purposes of pilot 
projects. Furthermore, if the pilot project team is constructed from scratch, phasing out the 
program while waiting for the results will mean the program operator team must disband and 
any project partners (such as educators) must move on to new tasks. There can be negative 
consequences: 

 With such plans, it may initially be harder to recruit skilled or experienced operators or 
secure the collaboration of needed partners for pilot projects that have a limited life.  

 Should the now-defunct program be found successful, there will likely be no team of 
available experienced staff to re-activate and implement the program to new cohorts of 
participants.  
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 Should the program be found unsuccessful, the program infrastructure will be gone and with 
it the opportunity to tweak or modify the approach to seek to improve outcomes.  

The choice to build or expand from an existing program team increases the chances the pilot can 
move quickly to build the piloted intervention. The cost of program start-up will likely be lower 
than for a “from scratch” team. Data collection costs for the evaluation may be lower. More of 
the accumulated program knowledge will be retained upon suspension of pilot program 
operations rather than dispersed as it might with a disbanded “from scratch” team. Alternatively, 
an existing program could even have the capacity to continue to deliver a version of the program 
while the results are awaited. Existing program staff could be made available to support the 
wider roll out of the new program if it is found successful. 

Building a project team from scratch can prove hard for government to do. People with the 
appropriate skills have to be available and able to collaborate with other required partners to 
make the new pilot program a reality in a short period. Only a few large organizations may have 
the capacity to commit staff to an appropriately qualified team, although one or two applied 
research organizations like SRDC also exist to provide such a capacity for evaluation and 
demonstration projects in Canada. Outside of these options, decision makers may find it 
necessary to build the necessary partnerships and delivery capacity themselves, which can 
complicate and delay the establishment of pilot projects. 

Rationale to design and build program delivery from scratch 

Given the goal to find a successful approach to youth empowerment and roll it out nationally, 
models will need to be robust to the choice of program operator. What if a program’s impacts are 
actually attributable to the personal qualities of the individual team involved rather than the 
particular program model? Replication of a program approach by different operators provides 
reassurance that its effects are genuinely attributable to the program. 

Another practical issue for pilot projects would arise if existing operators lack the logistical 
capacity to roll out a new pilot project, given the demands of their existing programming. A new 
location may be required for the pilot. If the location does not change, the target population may 
overlap too much with that of their existing program. Depending on how similar the pilot is to 
an existing approach, some personnel with the original program may find it difficult to change 
their practice sufficiently to run a differently designed pilot. Personnel may find it difficult to 
“unlearn” the delivery features of the original program and apply them to the new pilot program 
even when they are not part of the model. 

A key advantage arising from custom-creating a pilot project delivery team for decision makers 
is more direct control over the activities personnel are committed to undertake for the piloted 
approach to have a fair test. The more aligned the piloted approach becomes with a particular 
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operator the more difficult it may be later to roll out the model in locations the operator does not 
serve or to incorporate the intended features and target populations in the approach if the 
operator does not support them. It may even prove difficult to articulate publicly the core 
features of the new program separately from those of the organization implementing the pilot. 

Dimensions to consider in implementing a pilot project: evidence for program 
design  

Rationale to pilot an existing combination of features with evidence of impact 

Program models can be thought of as combinations of design features (whom to target, how to 
recruit and select, program activities, delivery schedules and settings). When it comes to 
decisions on the program design to test in a new pilot project, a program model already found to 
produce positive impacts on PSE enrolment could seem very attractive. By picking a model with 
evidence of success, there are good chances the piloted approach will also generate successful 
outcomes. There is a good chance decision makers’ investment will pay off with evidence from 
the pilot supporting wide-scale roll-out of the program model with the given set of program 
features.  

A common refrain in the evaluation literature is the need for positive findings to be replicable 
(e.g., Buck, 2019). There are statistical reasons to exercise caution interpreting a statistically 
significant positive result obtained from a single study. Such results could have occurred by 
chance. There is added reason for caution in situations where publication bias may mean 
negative and null results on the same program model have not been made public. Replication is 
sought because the chances of two separate studies of the same approach both yielding 
significant positive results in the absence of a real positive impact is very low. The body of 
knowledge on what program models work is made more reliable when approaches are found 
successful more than once. More meaningful to decision makers may be the implication from 
this more reliable knowledge of success: following roll-out of the piloted program on a large 
scale, there is an increased likelihood this program is actually going to solve, as advertised, the 
problem it was established to tackle. 

Rationale to pilot a new combination of evidence-informed features  

Despite the advantages of repeatedly testing the same program model, there are also drawbacks 
from investing scarce pilot resources in an established program model. The opportunity cost is 
knowledge building on the impact of new approaches to solve the problem.  

Program models may need to be updated for a number of reasons, not just to allow decision 
makers to innovate and be recognized for improving upon what has gone before. Impact results 
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pointing to the success of a program model are, by definition, derived from the experiences of 
earlier youth cohorts. It is plausible the original program model becomes less effective with time, 
especially if features rely on dated technology or cultural assumptions. There may be a need to 
test approaches that improve upon those features rather than simply replicate them (to meet 
more contemporary needs or to include newer program approaches). Sticking with a program 
model previously found successful means that any side effects or less attractive attributes of that 
approach – such as its cost, the extent to which it sometimes delivers unsuccessful outcomes, the 
range of youth targeted – will be “baked in” to the program model intended for eventual larger 
scale roll out, assuming it is determined to be successful (again). Finally, new program models 
may be needed because the problem to be solved has changed. 

For the above reasons, most pilot projects test out a “new” approach. However, there are 
boundless possibilities for what can comprise the “new” approach. The pilot may modestly 
reconfigure a set of features tried before. It may keep an established set of program activities but 
bring them to a different target group. It may include one or two truly new components (an app, 
say) alongside familiar program features. It may deliver via new communication channels or 
with altered sequencing and timing. In deciding how to select and construct the new program 
model, decision-makers would be wise to review evidence. They should assess what action is 
suggested to solve a problem (often coming from observational studies like Finnie, Wismer, & 
Mueller, 2015) and draw on the evidence of how these different activities have fared in earlier 
implementations, from evaluations or the reported experience of those delivering and receiving 
them. SRDC would recommend any pilot of a new combination of features is similarly evidence-
informed. 

One variant of a “new combination of features” pilot is a test of an existing but under-evaluated 
program model.1 There may be considerable evidence underlying several of the components 
program operators have adopted yet the specific combination they are implementing may lack 
evaluation. Arguably, a number of such approaches that could be piloted more formally have 
been included in SRDC’s environmental scan.2  

  

 
 
1  There are many types of evaluation. Here we use the term as shorthand for “rigorous estimation of 

impact on PSE enrolment”. 
2  Before a pilot is finalized, it may be worth determining whether data already exist to support a 

retroactive evaluation of some of the programs that have been under-evaluated to date, as Oreopoulos, 
Brown, and Lavecchia (2014) did with Pathways to Education, gathering school records data dating 
back to 2000. This could improve knowledge of the under-evaluated models before they were chosen 
as future pilots. 
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APPENDIX D: KEY STEPS IN PSE DECISION-
MAKING  

We describe here how learnings from the literature and tested career development approaches 
(SRDC, 2020) informed how SRDC designed Prospect to solve the problem of youth needing 
optimal information and assistance to guide their schooling and career decisions. This means 
considering how comprehensive and up to date information on the skills requirements of the 
labour market at the appropriate level flow to youth as they go through the process of deciding 
how best to make their investments, as well as guidance for them in how to use information 
better, as they reach key decision points during high school. Many also need motivation even to 
consider such matters in a timely manner. 

The evidence points to supporting youth in taking each step of their journey towards a future-
viable career in sequence, minimizing backtracking or delays. Youth need to be encouraged to 
become active and discerning consumers of labour market information relevant to their career 
aspirations, to enhance the quality of their resulting decisions. Since key information about the 
labour market may not currently be reaching all young people at the right time or in formats 
that they find accessible, a range of supports are likely needed in high school, encompassing 
several key stages of career development: 

 Youth needing information on labour market demands for skills sufficiently early to cultivate 
their interests across a wide range of careers than might typically be popularized, including a 
framework for understanding that there are tangibly different types of costs and benefits to 
weigh against each other for different career pathways. 

 Information being made available in a developmentally appropriate sequence throughout the 
decision-making process. Youth should be able to log their progress and record key decisions 
for later review and revision and to share with others. 

 Clear presentation of the mix of skills in demand for sectors of the economy likely to account 
for growing areas of labour demand.  

 The need to encourage youth to hone in on broadly-defined career focuses that matches their 
interests and abilities. 

 Making alternative educational paths clear and accessible to follow. 

 Motivating youth to use tools to weigh up the different occupations that interest them, using 
accurate and personalized information about the costs and benefits of obtaining different 
trade and post-secondary credentials. 
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 The need for supports as youth narrow down their options to focus on their chosen post-
secondary pathway and eventual occupation.  

 Helping all youth keep their options open and avoid the missing of deadlines due to inertia. 
Applications for education programs and student aid should be as simple and automatic as 
possible. 

 Logically, also feeding information on the emerging career aspirations of youth back to post-
secondary planners and decision makers so that they can quantify emerging demand for and 
supply of different career pathways.  

Youth need tools and supports to become better informed and guided in light of the large volume 
of proposed opportunities, decisions and challenges they will face. Governments have made 
investments in this direction with support for labour market information. However, many 
youths are not seeking out these resources, or may receive the information at the wrong time. 
SRDC took into account each of the above stages in designing Prospect to provide a process to 
ensure that all youth engage with their futures and make timely decisions. The proposed 
approach aims to bring together the necessary tools and supports for such a seamless pathway 
for all, during secondary school. 
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APPENDIX E: TO WHAT EXTENT ARE YOUTH 
EMPOWERMENT PROGRAMS 
TARGETING OR HELPING 
UNDERREPRESENTED YOUTH? 

Selection of participants is integral to the delivery of any program that is not made available to 
all youth, and to interpretation of its effects on underrepresented youth. Additionally, selection is 
often a design feature critical to the success of many youth empowerment programs. Selection 
takes many forms. 

Programs with no intended target group (including Web sites) may accept any youth on a 
drop-in basis. However, unless they are mandatory, they will not attract all youth. Youth will 
elect to participate depending on when and where they are run, their accessibility, theme, 
reputation, communication tactics, staffing, requirements placed on attendees, and other factors. 
The absence of criteria for selection does not mean that youth are not selecting for themselves 
whether to attend. Those who attend will still represent a select group from among all youth. 
Often the precise characteristics of who chooses the program – or if it runs over an extended 
period, who stays with the program – are not collected, so who is being helped relative to who is 
not is not known. 

Programs with no intended target group but limited places or fixed enrolment periods may 
accept youth up to a certain number or point in time and then stop accepting youth. The 
selection mechanisms at work are often first-come first-serve, but also occasionally waitlisting. 
Thus, youth who learn about the opportunity late or who procrastinate are less likely to 
participate or miss parts of the program if a slot opens up later. Plausibly, there may be 
situations where these are exactly the characteristics of youth (more disconnected or slow 
starters) who are most likely to benefit from an intervention. Programs with limited slots can 
sometimes use lotteries to allocate places. In theory, lotteries produce more representative cross-
sections of all youth than first come first served or waitlists. However, program lotteries are 
administratively complex to operate well and can divide peers and siblings in ways that alienate 
participants so produce a different type of self-selection into the program pool. 

Programs operating with some type of target group in mind are common. However, they 
vary greatly in how they apply selection criteria. They may resort to enforcement to ensure the 
program places are occupied by members of the target group but to different degrees. The 
mechanisms range from subtle profiling of the youth in scope, influencing where youth are 
recruited from, how the program is described and promoted, through more explicit labelling of 
the types of youth the program is intended to serve, through to even more strict application 
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processes with rigorous criteria for inclusion and exclusion. Following admission, there can be 
participation or achievement requirements that determine whether the place remains open. 

If places are limited or selection by type of youth is applied, however subtly, the stakes are raised 
for programs to ensure those who can truly benefit make it into the program and that those who 
cannot benefit are among those excluded. For many community programs with limited capacity 
or resources per youth, this creates the problem of student selection. Student selection done 
wrong can harm program success, as the next section illustrates. 

The problem of selection 

Many evaluations included in SRDC’s literature review suggest selection of participants was at 
least partly to blame for reducing the program’s impacts. Selecting the right youth for a selective 
program is of course very necessary but actually very difficult. Almost by definition, most youth 
empowerment programs implicitly assume that a place in the program is not expected to change 
post-secondary outcomes for just any youth. An often-overlooked point is that when the program 
is offered to students who are already destined for PSE — by virtue of their academic skills, 
motivation, hard work or even luck — then the program can have no positive impact on whether 
they access PSE. Including them may reduce the slots for youth more in need of help. However, 
recognizing such PSE-destined youth in advance and successfully excluding them may prove very 
awkward. 

Programs typically explicitly target youth in categories thought less likely to attend post-
secondary education without intervention. Logically, teenagers whose characteristics at the time 
of entering the program are strongly associated with likely post-secondary enrolment (e.g., 
females from high-income families in urban areas whose parents attended post-secondary 
education, for example) would not be actively sought after to populate a program with limited 
slots. If a student is destined for post-secondary education anyway, why offer him or her a 
valuable place in the program when someone who is not PSE-destined could take it? 

Unfortunately, of course, it is hard to know in advance precisely who is destined for post-
secondary education. Youth programs use proxy indicators as criteria to guide outreach and 
selection that can only imperfectly predict need for the program. For example, they might seek:  

 Academically underprepared students or those prematurely leaving high school  

 Youth resident in low-income neighbourhoods 

 Indigenous youth 

 Youth with disabilities 

 Youth in care. 
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However, premature high school leavers do, sometimes, return to school, graduate, and enter 
post-secondary education, even without engaging in additional youth programming. Some youth 
in low-income neighbourhoods do enrol in post-secondary education, without additional 
programming. Some youth in low-income neighbourhoods are actually living in high-income 
families with parents who attended post-secondary education. So, youth can be selected because 
they meet selection criteria but who are in fact unlikely to need the program to reach post-
secondary education. Complicating the picture still further, selection criteria can mean some 
youth may be excluded who actually would benefit from a place. Youth who are not motivated to 
show up, who are not willing to provide personal information on a form, might actually be the 
ones most likely to benefit from the program. For the selection in a program to be effective, the 
criteria need to minimize both false positives (people who meet criteria but do not need the 
program) and true negatives (people who do not meet criteria and do not need the program). We 
present a real-life example of this challenge from a program SRDC evaluated in Box E1. 
 

Box E1 The AVID selection challenge 

In their 2008 consideration of the selection criteria for the AVID program, Dunn et al. (2008) describe in detail the 
dilemma the program faces applying selection criteria when it has a particular target profile of youth in mind who can 
benefit from the program. In the case of AVID, these are middle or high school students in the academic middle. The 
same dilemma applies to many other programs albeit with different targeting in mind. 
 
Should the program be offered to youth who are (in the absence of the program) not destined for PSE, it could have an 
impact on their PSE access, but only on those among them who are amenable to the program. If the program is 
offered to students not amenable to the program, it cannot have an impact on their PSE access. 
 
Figure 4.1 from the original publication illustrates this selection challenge. Youth are divided into the three groups 
depending on whether they might benefit. Those that volunteer to be considered for the program ― shown in the 
diagram as groups A, B and C combined ― are a subgroup of all youth. The middle group (B) is the group upon whom 
the program is anticipated to have an impact. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Program staff charged with selecting youth will not be able to forecast outcomes perfectly, so when they select youth 
they could by accident or even by design include students from all three groups. Still, the program’s impact will only be 
realized for youth in group B. The higher the proportion of youth in groups A and C in the program, the less effective 
the program will be. This, however, would not be readily apparent (outside of an experiment). 
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If the proportion of youth selected for the class and in group A, already destined for PSE, is high enough, the program 
is still guaranteed positive outcomes. Students from the program will be seen to go on to PSE. By definition, however, 
these youth from group A would have accessed PSE even without the program. Allocating places to them for 
potentially several years might not represent an efficient use of scarce places in the program, if the program actually 
has its impacts on youth from group B. More to the point, helping group A youth does not solve the PSE access 
problem. Since the program could only have its impact upon youth not already destined for PSE and who are 
amenable to its effect, this is the group of youth who should be the target of recruitment and selection for the program. 
Nonetheless, this group of youth would be hard to tell apart from others since the identifying characteristics — youths’ 
response to the program and PSE access — would not have been observed. 
 
Those determining the selection would have to use proxy indicators, based on experience or evidence from elsewhere, 
to identify the youths not destined for PSE but among whom the program will change this outcome. There are very few 
evaluations of how successful each program is in performing this skilled task. SRDC (Ford et al., 2014) found 62 per 
cent of the youth selected for AVID went on to PSE even when assigned to the control group (who received no AVID 
programming). 

 
A story about selection similar to the one in Box E1 for AVID is ventured by the evaluators of 
FLIGHT (What Works Clearinghouse, 2018) – also rigorously evaluated using a randomized 
design. They argue similarly that the absence of significant effects on outcomes like weighted 
GPA, the perception of barriers to college, and school attendance was likely because sample 
students were already very advanced academically at baseline. Outcome measures at baseline 
indicate that the students selected for the program represented a more advantaged and 
academically proficient group of students than is typically served by the community group in 
question (Take Stock in Children). The author concluded that even a more intensive 
implementation of FLIGHT would likely not have improved the outcomes of students who were 
mostly already “on-track” for college.  

It is worth noting that some youth programs deliberately include in their selection criteria some 
proxy indicators that generally do not characterize underrepresented youth. Such criteria can 
actually be predictors of youth making it to post-secondary education in the absence of further 
intervention: 

 There are several examples in Appendix B of programs that select only more future-
orientated youth or those willing to commit to regular attendance or who are doing well in 
school academically. Sometimes they do this because the youth possesses another 
characteristic that the program operators believe places the youth at risk of not reaching PSE 
(having a lone parent, for example).  

 Some programs even deliberately select a small number of youths they believe will definitely 
go on to PSE. The objective is for such participants to act as role models. The AVID program 
selection does this. These youth do not need the program themselves, but they act as role 
models for their peers and – in theory – become part of the features of program treatment 
promoting success for the other youth.  
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Thus, hopefully, such counterintuitive selection criteria increase overall program success. 
However, the kind of data collection that would verify the theories underlying selection are 
rarely collected.  

Finally, selection criteria can introduce a moral hazard for program staff or operators if they are 
in any way rewarded based on participant success. Programs could actually find themselves 
incentivized to recruit youth with good chances of PSE enrolment (sometimes dubbed 
“creaming” in the economics literature) regardless of what the program actually delivers. 

Therefore, to answer the question of to what extent programs target or help underrepresented 
youth requires a separate response to each part of the question. On the first part, there is 
considerable targeting of youth with at least some characteristics of disadvantage with respect to 
PSE access (Indigenous youth or first-generation students). However, targeting often goes 
further to include characteristics of advantage with respect to PSE access (academically-
motivated, future-orientated or less likely to procrastinate in making applications). On the 
second part, the extent of genuine help offered to underrepresented youth depends on the 
definition of underrepresented and the outcome of relevance. Those whose characteristics in 
early teenage match proxy indicators that predict a low likelihood of PSE attendance do often get 
help from PSE access programs (whether it is supports for career decision-making or academic 
work, mentoring or information) but whether it helps them access PSE is rarely determined. A 
pilot provides an opportunity to test whether the supports youth empowerment programs offer 
actually change youths’ post-secondary outcomes. 
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