
Chapter One. Study Design and Participants 

The SEL Challenge study was designed to identify promising practices and support replication of 

those practices at greater scale. 

Study Design 

The study’s designi focus on describing SEL practices required that we select participants who 

brought expertise about practice based on years of trial-and-error experience and training in various 

disciplines and clinical approaches. We also needed those experts to bring an exemplary SEL offering that 

we could use as an object of investigation in both the qualitative and quantitative aspects of the study. We 

looked for expertise in OST programs because this field offers rich examples of experts who manage to 

find the resources and the freedom to mount the program designs they believe will build social and 

emotional skills and who have managed to continue refining and improving their curricula and learning 

designs over time. 

Figure 1 describes the SEL Challenge study design as it was implemented over approximately 18 

months. The study design consisted of several parts. An intensive application process identified expert 

practitioners and exemplary SEL offerings. The expert practitioners were recruited in teams of three: an 

organizational leader, an experienced instructional staff member, and an evaluator. We defined an OST 

program offering as including the same group of youth and adults meeting over multiple sessions for a 

planned learning purpose. 

Three convenings of this learning community were designed to build relationships among 

participants, work on a common language for SEL practice, get feedback on the standards and skill 

measures, implement a performance study at each site, and review and synthesize interim findings. 

To create the standards for SEL practice, we began with an existing evidence base about SEL 

practice, implemented qualitative data collection and methods with site visits and participant feedback 

loops, and produced a detailed case study for each exemplary offering. 

We also conducted performance studies for each exemplary offering. This entailed development 

and implementation of a suite of SEL performance measures and, based on the performance data, 

development of several performance benchmarks for organizations doing SEL work. 
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Figure 1. SEL Challenge Implementation over 18 Months 

Expert Practitioners and Exemplary Offerings 

The study design was focused on promising practices, so we recruited expert staff and eight 

exemplary offerings focused on SEL skills. The request for proposals resulted in 242 letters of intent. 

The final eight offerings were selected based on the following criteria: Focus on a targeted domain of 

social and emotional learning; clearly articulate a mature and/or innovative offering design and describe 

how youth learn in relation to the design; represent different offering types (e.g., community service, 

arts, apprenticeship); can provide evaluation evidence for the offering; serve vulnerable youth at 

sufficient intensity. In particular, it was the ability of the eight participating organizations to articulate 

the details for their theory of practice—in disciplinary, clinical, or other professional language—that set 

them apart from the other applicants. Appendix B contains the full set of questions used for the Letter of 

Intent and Application process. 

Characteristics of Organizations, Offerings, Staff, and Youth 

Tables 1-3 describe characteristics of the organizations, exemplary SEL offerings, staff, and 

youth who participated in the SEL Challenge. Table 1 shows that organizations in the Challenge ranged 

widely in revenue and capacity, operating in the cities of Santa Barbara, Milwaukee, Philadelphia, New 

York, St. Paul, St. Louis, and Boston. Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee (BGCGM) operated 

with the largest annual organizational budget, $24.8 million, whereas the Philadelphia Wooden Boat 

Factory (PWBF) operated with the smallest annual budget of $525,000. 

Each organization contributed one exemplary offering to participate in the Challenge. The 

offerings ranged in size from 11 to 45 youth and two to five staff. The average ratio of adults-to-youth 

was one to six, and all of the offerings provided at least two fully engaged staff at all times. Dosage or 
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amount of participation required by each offering was intensive in all cases and varied from 39 contact 

hours to 370. Seven of the offerings had a multi-year evaluation history, and four of the offerings—

Wyman’s Teen Outreach Program (Allen, Philliber, Herrling, & Kuperminc, 1997), Voyageur Outward 

Bound School (VOBS) (Neil, 2003), The Possibility Project (TPP), and InIt at YWCA Boston (YW 

Boston)—were nationally disseminated, evidence-based program models.ii 

Each of the program offerings has project curricula to build skills in a wide range of skill sets, 

including community service, community organizing, theatre, boat building, anti-racism training, 

relationship wisdom, and community arts. These are highlighted in Table 2. We defined curriculum as a 

sequence of content and planned experiences fit to the developmental and learning needs of the learner 

and the supports necessary for the instructional staff to plan and implement that sequence. The standards 

identify two parallel curriculum sequences in each offering: (a) A project curriculum sequence of 

project-related content and skill building activities (e.g., wood working skills necessary to build a boat); 

and (b) an SEL curriculum indicating (1) where in the project curriculum youth are likely to experience 

challenge, stress, or strain that elicit responsive practices from staff, and (2) a sequence of regular 

check-ins that are known in advance. 

Demographic and descriptive characteristics of staff and youth in the target offerings are included 

in Table 3. Almost all staff had completed a college degree, five of the eight organizations had staff with 

advanced degrees, and staff had extensive experience in the youth development field. Average tenure 

within the program ranged from one year to nearly eight years. More than half of the organizations have 

had minimal turnover in staff for the offering in recent years. Program managers and lead instructors 

labeled themselves as having relatively high rates of expertise, but not necessarily in SEL where only 

50% of program managers and 11% of lead instructors rated themselves as experts. 

Staff was ethnically diverse, and this mirrored the diversity of the youth in most cases. In the two 

programs that featured predominantly African American youth, nearly all staff was African American.  

One of the two programs with a higher percentage of Hispanic youth also had staff that was Hispanic. 

Youth participation in the offerings was voluntary. Youth ranged in age from 12 to 19, and the 

average age was 15. Staff defined their programs as serving vulnerable youth, and they defined 

vulnerability in consistent ways: The youth presented low social and emotional skills during recruitment 

(e.g., introversion or few friends); lived in homes or neighborhoods where exposure to violence and 

toxic levels of stress were almost assured; were referred by a social service agency due to a history (e.g., 

foster care, juvenile offense) that was likely to include traumatic experience; and were exposed to 

systematic racism and exclusion. 

We also asked the youth several questions about a few common risk indicators. For example, 

29% of youth lived in a household where the highest educated adult did not go to college, 7% said they 
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received mostly Cs and Ds in school, and 3% were not currently in school. For a measure of risk related 

to attachments and relationships, about 15% of the youth were indicated. Together, these risk indicators 

represented 35% of the participating youth. 

 

Table 1. Organization Characteristics 

 Organization Location 

Annual 

Operating 

Budget 

Evidence-

based model 

 

Attitude, Harmony, 

Achievement! (AHA!) 

Santa 

Barbara, CA 
$1M N 

 

Boys & Girls Clubs Of 

Greater Milwaukee 

(BGCGM) 

Milwaukee, 

WI 
$24.8M N 

 

Philadelphia Wooden 

Boat Factory (PWBF) 

Philadelphia, 

PA 
$525,000 N 

 

The Possibility Project 

(TPP) 

New York, 

NY 
$700,000 Y 

 
 

Voyageur Outward 

Bound School (VOBS) 
St. Paul, MN $3.1M Y 

 
Wyman 

St. Louis, 

MO 
$5.9M Y 

 
Youth On Board (YOB) Boston, MA $374,000 N 

 

YWCA Boston (YW 

Boston) 
Boston, MA $2.2M Y 

Sources: Letters of Intent, Applications, Staff Survey. 
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Table 2. Target SEL Offering Content Descriptions 

Organization SEL Offering Content Description of Target SEL Offering 

Total 

contact 

hours 

AHA!  

Girls’ 

Relationship 

Wisdom 

Group 

Group Self-

Improvement 

Empowers teens to create peaceful and 

connected communities. 
39 

BGCGM 
Can You Hear 

Us Now? 

Poetry and 

Community 

Service 

Youth develop an artistic expression of an 

issue important to their lives and make a 

presentation to their community. 

41 

PWBF 
Boat Build 

and Sail Club 

Boat Building 

Apprenticeship 

Teams of youth apprentices build boats in 

the shop during colder months and sail the 

completed projects during the summer.  

351 

TPP 
Afterschool 

Program 

Theater and 

Community 

Service 

Youth work together to write, produce, and 

perform an original musical based on their 

lives and their ideas for change.  

300 

VOBS 
Strive 

Forward 

Outdoor 

Adventure 

Young men learn wilderness and leadership 

skills through outdoor expeditions. 
370 

Wyman 
Teen Outreach 

Program ® 

Life Skills and 

Service 

Learning 

TOP participants learn leadership skills and 

plan and deliver a number of community 

service learning experiences. 

66 

YOB 

Boston 

Student 

Advisory 

Council 

Working 

Group 

Organize 

youth policy in 

Boston 

High school leaders from across the city 

work together to define issues that are most 

relevant to them and develop collective 

solutions. 

134 

YW Boston 

Youth 

Leadership 

Initiative (Init) 

Youth 

Organizing 

Youth build their abilities to work across 

differences and ultimately engage other teens 

in a community action project that addresses 

inequity. 

152 

Sources: Letters of Intent, Applications, Staff Survey. 
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Table 3. Staff and Youth Characteristics for the Target Offering 

 Education Experience 

 

Sample 

size 

College 

degree 

Advanced 

degree 

Years in 

youth 

development 

Years in 

this 

program 

Program 

content (% 

rating 

themselves 

“expert”) 

SEL 

content (% 

rating 

themselves 

“expert”) 

Program 

Manager 
(n=8) 37.5% 25% 17.88 9.08 62.5% 50% 

Lead 

Instructor 
(n=9) 66.7% 22.2% 11.67 6.44 44.4% 11.1% 

Source: Staff Survey 

 

Source: Staff Survey Time 3; Youth Day-of-Observation Survey Time 1

 Ethnicity 

 Sample 

size 

African 

American/Black 

Hispanic/ 

Latino (a) 

Asian/Pacific 

Islander 
White 

Prefer not to 

disclose 

Staff (n=23) 28% 12% 8% 40% 12% 

Youth (n=112) 48% 30% 8% 14% 4% 
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Endnotes 

                                                      

i The Challenge study design is a fully mixed, sequential, equal status research design (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 

2009), meaning (among other things) that the study produces primary findings from both qualitative and 

quantitative aspects of the design. The design draws upon formative evaluation principles (Brown, 1992) that 

include attention to granularity of theory and description, diverse contexts and subgroups, description at 

multiple levels of organization as well as a focus on different types of individual change over time (Lavelli, 

Pantoja, Hsu, Messinger, & Fogel, 2008).  

ii Wyman’s Teen Outreach Program (TOP) participated in several empirical research studies to evaluate both the 

behavioral outcomes and the process mechanisms that lead to positive outcomes for TOP participants. Read 

about the studies and future plans for additional research at: www.wymancenter.org. VOBS is a member of 

Outward Bound USA, an organization that assures consistent program standards across many experiential 

education providers. Read more at http://www.outwardbound.org. YW Boston’s Youth Leadership Initiative is 

an adaptation of the national model of Anytown, a summer social justice experience developed and spread 

through the National Conference for Community and Justice (NCCJ). Read more at: https://nccj.org. TPP has 

been replicated by partner organizations in Charlotte, NC (2000-present); Los Angeles and Santa Barbara, CA 

(2001-2012); Chicago, IL (2003-4); Baton Rouge, LA (2003-2012); Rochester, NY (2008-present); Israel 

(2000-2007); and Cape Town, South Africa (2004-2008). Read more at http://the-possibility-project.org.  

http://www.wymancenter.org/
http://www.outwardbound.org/
https://nccj.org/
http://the-possibility-project.org/

