
 

Alaska Youth For 

Environmental Act ion 

Program Evaluation 2010 
By Anna Barnwell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AYEA is a program of the National Wildlife Federation. 

 

©2011 Alaska Youth for Environmental Action 

All rights reserved. Parts of this report may be quoted or used as long as the author, Alaska Youth 

for Environmental Action, and National Wildlife Federation are credited. No part of this publication 

may be reproduced or transmitted for commercial purpose without prior permission.  

 

Credits: 

Author: Anna Barnwell 

Editors: Heather McGee and Megan McBride 

Cover Design: Kevin Saechao 

Printing: PIP Printing 

Photo credit: Alaska Youth for Environmental Action, National Wildlife Federation 

 

 

To download this report or to request a hardcopy, visit www.ayea.org or contact: 

Alaska Youth for Environmental Action 

 750 W 2nd Ave, Suite 200 

 Anchorage, AK  99501 

p  907-339-3907 

f  907-339-3910 

info@ayea.org  



 

CONTENTS 

The Program Evaluation ......................................................................................................................... 1 

Structure of Program Evaluation ........................................................................................................ 1 

Grounding Principles of AYEA and the Evaluation .............................................................................. 2 

Research Method and Analysis ........................................................................................................... 5 

Introduction:  Snapshot of Alaska Youth for Environmental Action ....................................................... 6 

AYEA’s Youth-Driven Philosophy and History ..................................................................................... 6 

Stages of Development (The Leadership Pipeline) and Roles in AYEA ............................................... 8 

Survey Results Part I ............................................................................................................................... 9 

Current Program Components ............................................................................................................ 9 

Trainings ............................................................................................................................................ 17 

Survey Results Part II ............................................................................................................................ 29 

Long Term Impact on AYEA’s Youth .................................................................................................. 29 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................................. 34 

Is AYEA Meeting its Goals? Areas of Accomplishment ..................................................................... 34 

Opportunities for Growth ................................................................................................................. 36 

Conclusion and Moving Forward .......................................................................................................... 41 

Evaluation Response Plan ................................................................................................................. 42 

About the Author .................................................................................................................................. 45 

 

 



  1 

THE PROGRAM EVALUATION  

 STRUCTURE OF PROGRAM EVALUATION 

 

Alaska Youth for Environmental Action (AYEA) has been in existence for more than a decade and 

has touched the lives of about 2,000 youth in the state of Alaska. The program has experienced 

enormous growth and change since its inception in 1998, and yet until this year a full evaluation of 

the program had never been completed. This is not uncommon with non-profit organizations that 

work with youth or education because measuring the impact of the program is difficult when the 

results are not easily quantifiable. Despite this challenge, AYEA embarked upon this Program 

Evaluation in hopes of creating a framework upon which future evaluations can be grounded and 

which could contribute to fruitful reflection in strategic planning for AYEA’s future. 

 

The 2010 Program Evaluation therefore evaluates both outcomes and processes of the program. In 

evaluating outcomes, the evaluation explores the effect of the AYEA program on graduates and 

community members who have been involved in the program. In evaluating processes, the focus is 

on how current members and Adult Mentors are experiencing current AYEA programs. At the same 

time, the evaluation set significant focus on gathering retrospective feedback from past members 

to shed light on potential areas for improvement.  

 

AYEA staff helped frame the Program Evaluation by determining the goals for what knowledge is 

needed for both the staff and for the program. Staff members wanted to answer the following 

questions:  

• What has been the impact of the AYEA program on youth? 

• What does AYEA do best?  

• What programs should have more energy invested into them, and which ones are less 

effective?  

 

Ultimately, the goal is to facilitate a refocusing or confirming of priorities, leading to an 

improvement in the overall program. Finally, an end product of the evaluation was to be able to 

share with foundation funders and major donors the impact of the program as well as AYEA’s plan 

for improvement.  

 

The scope of this evaluation will be on AYEA’s impact on youth. Further evaluation is recommended 

to assess the impact of the AYEA program on policy change in Alaska and the strength of 

democratic processes in the state.  
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GROUNDING PRINCIPLES OF AYEA AND THE EVALUATION 

It is recognized within the youth movement that measuring the impact of youth development and 

empowerment programs is difficult. This is because the “results” are intangible; for example, how 

does an external source objectively measure the improvement in self-confidence? It is also because 

youth leadership programs often contribute to youth development in a much more holistic manner 

than pure education on a given topic -- such as environmental education.  

 

In beginning a program evaluation, AYEA staff discussed how it could systematically evaluate the 

core goals that AYEA strives to accomplish. In doing so, they were guided by the work of the 

Funder’s Collaborative on Youth Organizing and HighScope Educational Research Foundation. These 

groups have evaluated youth programs in depth and find several themes which most youth groups 

have in common. Three of the themes they highlight align with AYEA’s program goals and will be 

used as metrics for this evaluation: Leadership Development, Campaign Development, and Holistic 

Development.  Each is outlined below.  

 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  

Youth organizing develops youth 

leadership skills and fosters 

youth leaders. Through 

organizing, youth develop a 

sense of agency, determination, 

and hope -- which in the 

individual encourages rich 

participation in civic 

engagement. For AYEA, 

leadership development is an 

umbrella term that describes a 

variety of programs and goals. 

This theme pertains to skills 

training, including 

consciousness-raising through 

education on environmental 

issues and topics, political issues 

and politics, and civic 

engagement. Training in 

facilitation and peer-to-peer 

teaching methods, in addition to 

public speaking and presentation 

skills, also fall under this 

category.  As AYEA evaluates its 

programs, measuring the impact 

on participants’ leadership 

development will be critical to 

assessing AYEA’s success.  
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“TAKING ACTION” - CAMPAIGN DEVELOPMENT  

Youth organizing also has an impact on society, by supporting participation in democracy and forms 

of collective action. Simultaneously, youth organizing can improve the local community, improving 

access to decision-makers and facilitating youth participation in improving schools, neighborhoods, 

and policy change. This theme is closely related to leadership development but takes it a step 

further. This theme taps into the ability of AYEA to not only provide educational training but also 

provide skills in community organizing. This is an important additional step of the program. Teens 

should be improving confidence in their ability to use their voice to communicate with their peers, 

adults in the community, and ideally political figures. This theme in the evaluation is used to review 

AYEA’s ability to take leadership development and  skills training to the next level of application.  
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HOLISTIC DEVELOPMENT 

WITH A HIGHLIGHT ON 

PEER INTERACTIONS  

Youth organizing, while 

contributing to both individual 

and community growth in civic 

participation, also encourages 

interpersonal growth. This 

theme is perhaps the most 

difficult to evaluate and is 

perhaps the least valued 

aspect of many youth 

development programs. For 

AYEA, holistic development is 

an encompassing term which 

includes the personal growth 

of youth who have been 

involved in the program. This 

includes offering space for 

cross-cultural experiences, 

learning to work on a team 

equally with peers, building 

relationships with other AYEA youth, as well as feeling connected to the adult team and staff, 

including emotional support. In regards to the evaluation it is important that AYEA participants 

felt/feel connected and supported by their peers and adults when in an AYEA program or space.  
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RESEARCH METHOD AND ANALYSIS 

 

The evaluation was based upon a three-part survey designed specifically for AYEA by consultants 

who worked closely with AYEA program staff. Three integral stakeholders were evaluated: Teen 

Members, Alumni “Graduate” Members, and Adult Mentors.  Each of the surveys honed in on 

specific aspects of the program:  

• The teen survey focused on evaluating current program components to a detailed extent, 

given that the experience is fresh in participants’ minds.  

• The graduate survey aimed to access retrospective ideas and reflections on AYEA’s 

programs, while simultaneously allowing AYEA to collect data on the impact of youth’s 

involvement with AYEA in their lives after high school.  

• The adult survey sought ideas and feedback from adults on their roles and opinions about 

how they would like to see the AYEA program improve. 

 

SURVEY RESEARCH METHOD AND ANALYSIS 

The survey was an online survey.  The Program Evaluator used social media networking tools -- such 

as Facebook, group emails, Twitter, personal emails, and in some cases phone calls -- to encourage 

targeted groups to respond.  The number of responses desired differed, depending on the targeted 

demographic.  The table below shows the goal number of responses for each targeted 

demographic. 

 

Not all targets were 

met in each category. In 

the discussion section, 

reasons for this will be 

considered in more 

detail, as they closely 

relate to the survey 

results at large and 

challenges facing the 

AYEA program.  

 

Survey data collection 

occurred between the 

dates of July 10 and 

August 23 of 2010. 

Results were analyzed 

by the Program Evaluator using a combination of statistical methods, in addition to qualitative 

analysis of open-answer responses on several questions in each survey. Survey questions were 

experience-based, meaning that, if the respondent had not participated in a given program, they did 

not respond to that question. Given this information, response rate per question throughout the 

survey varied significantly, which also provides relevant information for the evaluation. 

Targeted Demographic 

Goal Response 

Teen Survey:  

1-2 members per Chapter (9 chapters total) 

1-2 participants from each training from the years 2007-

2010 (~3 trainings per year) 

50% Alaska Native  

50% Rural Alaska 

Goal of approximately 40 teen respondents 

 

- 31 teen responses  

- No response from Dillingham, 8 

chapters represented 

- all trainings represented  

- 13% Alaska Native 

- 71% White/Caucasian 

- 6 % Mixed Race 

- 69% respondents in a chapter   

Graduate Survey: 

1-3 graduates per High School graduating class from 

2000-2009  

75% training participants 

50% chapter participants  

50% rural Alaskan responses 

Goal of approximately 70 graduate respondents 

- 40 respondents  

- 32% Alaska Native 

- 61% White/Caucasian 

- 7% Asian American 

- 5% African American 

- 5% Mixed Race 

- 76 % attended a training 

- 66% in chapter 

Adult Survey  

1-2 Art trainers from Summer Trainings 2007-2010 

1-2 Mentors from Civics and Conservation Summit 

Trainings 

2-6 Chapter Advisors/Statewide Leadership Retreat 

attendees 

Goal of approximately 8-15 adult respondents 

- 9 respondents 

- 4 chapter advisors  

- 1 adult trainer per training 

- 3 fundraiser volunteers 

- 2 AYEA grads as advisors  
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INTRODUCTION:  SNAPSHOT OF ALASKA YOUTH FOR ENVIRONMENTAL ACTION  

AYEA’S YOUTH-DRIVEN PHILOSOPHY AND HISTORY 

 

Six teenagers founded the Alaska Youth for Environmental Action (AYEA) program with the 

support of National Wildlife Federation in 1998. The teens saw a need for a program that would 

involve more youth with conservation projects and issues and empower them with life-long skills, 

tools, and support for improving their environment. Today, AYEA is a statewide program of NWF 

with nine chapters and individual youth members from over 45 rural and urban communities. To 

date AYEA has cultivated over two thousand youth leaders, operating with the support of minimal 

staff, strategic partners, active volunteers, and a modest budget. The success of the program has 

created increasing demand for AYEA consultation and participation by Alaska tribes, social service 

organizations, conservation organizations, school administrators, and students.  

 

Since its founding, the AYEA program has 

become the Alaska “expert” in developing 

youth environmental leaders and 

mentoring them through taking action on 

environmental issues. AYEA training events 

are unique in their combination of 

leadership skill development, 

environmental issue education, and 

environmental justice discussions. One of 

the program’s greatest strengths is the 

diverse network it facilitates among youth 

who are passionate about the environment 

across the state. Because of the strength of 

this network, AYEA’s campaigns have 

engaged thousands of youth and adults, 

sitting beside adult environmental leaders 

at the activist and problem-solving tables 

and even interacting on a national level 

with leaders such as former Vice President 

Al Gore. 

  

AYEA ADDRESSES A BROAD SCOPE OF ISSUES 

 

Like many youth programs, AYEA does not focus on one issue but rather covers a vast array of 

issues which are chosen by the teens in the program. Their issue focus varies from recycling to 

toxics and “the right to know,” raising awareness about climate change impacts on Alaska to 

increasing efficiency in individual energy consumption, and “rethinking” plastics to renewable 

energy. AYEA has evolved over the past five years from viewing itself as an environmental 

leadership program into a broader aim of being a broadly based social and environmental justice 

network, where youth from diverse backgrounds can collaborate for change.  
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AYEA HAS SEEN STAFF AND MEMBER GROWTH AND TRANSITIONS IN THE PAST 10 YEARS 

 

For the first eight years of the program, AYEA was staffed by a single Program Manager with 

occasional youth interns. In 2006, staff capacity grew significantly; with the help of foundation and 

individual supporters, AYEA was able to increase to two full-time program staff and engage three to 

five seasonal youth staff in annual capacity-building projects. Over the past four years, the 

increased staff capacity has allowed AYEA to expand the program’s reach. 

 

At the same time, AYEA has faced significant challenges with staff turnover in the past several 

years. Two Program Coordinators resigned in 2006 and 2007, each after serving less than 12 months 

in the position. In 2008, AYEA experienced an even bigger staffing transition with the departure of 

the founding staff-person and manager of ten years, Polly Carr. Maeve Taylor served as AYEA’s 

Program Manager for the first year following Polly’s departure. Since Maeve’s departure, about one 

year ago at date of print1, AYEA graduates Megan McBride and Shannon Kuhn have served as 

Program Manager and Program Coordinator. Having experienced AYEA grads in staffing roles 

offers a promising new model to lessen the impact of staff turnover on the organization. 

 

                                                             

 

1
 Maeve left AYEA in November 2009. 
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STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT (THE LEADERSHIP PIPELINE) AND ROLES IN AYEA 

 

AYEA follows a model of leadership pipeline similar to that of many other youth programs2:  

• First, there is a period of consciousness-raising through educational training.  

• Second, (usually in tangent) skills training in organizing is introduced.  

 

Youth can then move from more general membership to positions in smaller leadership teams or 

progress into a leadership position among peers, working alongside staff/Adult Mentors. There are 

opportunities for leadership both on a community basis and also at a statewide level. Progression 

can then be made into an advisory position on AYEA’s Statewide Advisory Group. Upon 

“graduation,” paid internships and staff positions are available.  

 

Outside the youth leadership pipeline are several other roles in the AYEA program. For each 

training, there are several Adult Mentors who support the program. Adult Mentors can be former 

youth members (graduates), local volunteers, statewide colleagues from other nonprofits, or 

chapter advisers. AYEA’s Statewide Advisory Group (SWAG) is also another area for progression of 

involvement in the youth or adult role. AYEA staff identify graduates and adults who are ready for 

additional leadership roles and who have enough experience with AYEA to provide strong 

perspective on the overall program and recruit them to join the Advisory Group.   

AYEA ROUGHLY FOLLOWS AN ANNUAL SCHEDULE 

 

Throughout the year, AYEA follows a general timeline for programming events. Trainings happen 

three times a year. The Civics and Conservation Summit happens in March, the Summer Training in 

July, and a statewide leadership training usually in the autumn. The fundraiser occurs in June. In 

between all of these events, staff work with chapters and teens on a variety of other activities, 

whether they be chapter-designed or activities and events sponsored by other organizations and 

institutions that would like AYEA to participate. In addition, if funding is available, AYEA may 

sponsor teens to attend relevant trainings hosted by other youth organizations. 

                                                             

 

2
 FCYO 2010 Youth Organizing Field Scan 
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SURVEY RESULTS PART I  

CURRENT PROGRAM COMPONENTS  

 

In the following section, we will review the results from the surveys, using data mostly from the 

current member survey, supplemented with information from the adult mentor and graduate 

surveys. This section aims to address how AYEA is doing in the current components of the program: 

chapters, trainings, and campaigns.  Also evaluated in this section are the core leadership roles in 

AYEA: the Peer Leader and the Adult Mentor.  

 

THE CHAPTER 

 

Chapters can be integral to the AYEA experience in some communities. In the Member Survey, 69% 

of the teen survey respondents were active members in their community’s chapter.  

SUPPORT AND GUIDANCE IN THE CHAPTER   

 

AYEA Chapters have varying needs in terms of level of independence from the statewide AYEA 

network -- specifically in regards to support from AYEA staff based in Anchorage. Historically, 

support to chapters has been a role of one of the full-time staff members. This part of the survey 

aimed to evaluate the staff support and also adult support from within the community. The 

strategic goal would be to create a more effective and useful support network for teens in their 

chapters to help them accomplish both chapter goals and to experience growth in individual 

leadership development. Generally speaking, support is good but could be better. As is later 

explored, Adult Mentor-specific training might prove helpful.  
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AYEA teens generally feel that adult advisors are helpful in the chapter and wish that 

AYEA staff had more of a presence in their community 

Teens were asked “If you could have more support and guidance, what would it be?” Their 

responses were open-text format. Following is a summary of their comments, in no particular order: 

● Promoting connections between AYEA chapters 

● Sharing with one another, gaining inspiration 

● More productive meetings 

● Better leadership and facilitation during meetings by youth officers  

● Adult leaders would have been helpful in Seward 

● More action outside of the meetings and in the community; more teen members  

● More connections with community members (6) 

● More AYEA staff presence at meetings (3) and via teleconference (2)  

● Adult training needed in Homer to step back; needed in Anchorage to provide more 

leadership  

● Palmer loves their Adult Mentors, could not ask for more or give any criticism  

 

Depending on the chapter, the Adult Mentor role is largely beneficial but could be 

improved in some communities 

 Some chapter youth highlighted challenges with Adult Mentors, while Adults provided more 

information on the challenges of this role. Here are some of their comments on the biggest 

challenges they face in their role as Chapter Advisor.  

 

● Youth have an unclear perception of the role the Chapter Advisor plays  

● Resistance to adult involvement/collaboration on ideas (2) 

● Youth disappointment about not meeting goals (3) 

● Constant flux and cycle is difficult for long-term volunteers (3) 

● Chapter disinterest in statewide AYEA events 

● Diversity in youth personalities and needs  

● Staying organized and coordinating with very busy youth schedules 

● Lack of support from AYEA staff 

 

Table 3.1: How Beneficial is the Support and Guidance from AYEA Staff and 

Chapter Advisors?

0

5

10

15

Very Beneficial Beneficial Neutral Not So Beneficial Un-Beneficial

AYEA Staff Chapter Advisors 
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COMMUNICATION AND DECISION MAKING WITHIN THE CHAPTER 

 

AYEA Chapters are located in 

diverse communities and are 

faced with an array of 

challenges regarding 

membership communication 

and practices. This is conveyed 

in the wide-ranging survey 

responses as well.  

When the teens were asked in 

an open text format how they 

make decisions, the answers 

were varied but also similar. 

Each chapter generally 

functions democratically, in 

which the larger group gets 

together in some format, discusses ideas, and then collectively decides or votes on what actions 

should be taken moving forward. It is unclear as to whether this is a defined process, but all chapter 

members independently answered similarly. An exception was for Chefornak, which expressed 

concern over the reliance on their Adult Mentor to keep meetings happening and running.  

 

The following quote is typical response from a chapter leader. 

We all discuss ideas, everyone contributes their thoughts, and come to a 

general agreement. I am a large advocate for well thought through decisions, 

but also not to spend too long making them, and I move the flow of the 

discussions along as efficiently as I can. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OTHER TYPES OF COMMUNICATION:  

Google Calendar: 3 people 

AYEA Website Updates: 2 people  

MySpace: 1 person  

* Note on graph:  Teens could select more than one  

checkbox, so percentages do not add up to 100% 

 

 

Communication forms of Chapters

Percentage of respondents using each tool

Texting

8%
Google Docs

9%Phone

14%
Facebook

22%

In-Person

23%

Email

24%

Emai l

In-Person

Facebook

Phone

Google Docs

Texting

The chart to the left describes how respondents are using 

various tools available to them in their chapters. This 

information is pertinent for AYEA staff and adult Mentors 

so that they know how to best contact youth in chapters. 

Also, one of AYEA’s goals is technology skills training for 

youth; so it is valuable to know that technological 

communication is being utilized. Nonetheless, as is 

evidenced here, more “traditional” forms of social 

networking remain important. Note that this chart does 

not show variety among chapters; this is beyond the scope 

of this analysis. This is an important consideration, one 

addressed later in the evaluation.  
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IMPACT OF THE CHAPTER  

Youth are having fun, being respected, and learning skills in their chapters.  

• 80% of the youth respondents said that being in the chapter either helps them all the time 

in other places in their life or helps them frame other things that they do.  

• 70% of the respondents, for example, feel that their involvement in the chapter is important 

for its overall success.  

• 80% of the respondents feel that they help the chapter make decisions. 

• 90% feel that their voice and opinions are respected by their peers.  

• Not only are teens respected and making decisions in the chapter, but 100% of the teens 

said that they strongly agreed or agreed that they feel comfortable and have fun in their 

chapter! This shows that AYEA chapters are particularly robust in the areas of leadership 

development and holistic development.  
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IMPROVEMENT TO THE CHAPTER 

 

AYEA youth are not necessarily experiencing diversity in their chapters 

Although 55% of youth strongly agreed or agreed that they have met a variety of life experiences, 

view points and cultures in their chapter, 45% felt neutrally about this statement or disagreed. 

Whether or not youth feel negatively about this was not addressed in the survey; however, it is an 

important finding for AYEA, which strives to provide space for cross-cultural understanding through 

its programs. This shows chapters may not be the best way to meet this goal.  

 

Some youth seem uncertain about the contributions chapters make to the larger 

community 

While youth seem to enjoy being a part of their chapter and feel respected within the chapter, 45% 

of respondents felt neutrally or uncertain about whether their chapter had made meaningful 

contributions to the larger community. This evaluation was not able to explore the impact of AYEA 

chapters on their communities beyond the subjective experience of the teens in the chapter. More 

research should be done to assess the impact of chapters projects. Another possibility is that 

chapter members have received enough supportive feedback regarding the value of their 

contributions.  

 



  14 

THE CAMPAIGN 

 

Campaigns have historically been determined 

by a group of teens during AYEA’s summer 

training or the fall statewide leadership 

retreat. A leadership committee forms to take 

on responsibilities and lead campaign 

activities. Past campaigns have lasted for up to 

twelve months and have helped AYEA 

advance all three of its goal areas:  

• leadership development (teens 

develop skills through their experience 

working on the campaign),  

• campaign development (inherent in 

the campaign activities), and  

• holistic development (collaborating 

with peers, meeting new people, etc.)  

 

The structure of the campaigns, however, has 

been subject to differentiation, depending on the design by the youth and staff involved. Through 

the survey, we can gain a perspective about what campaigns worked well and which did not.  

 

Current members have little experience and not as positive of an experience with the 

statewide campaign 

In recent years, the Statewide Campaign has taken a back seat to staff and youth’s investment in 

chapters’ local projects. AYEA did not have a statewide campaign in 2010, and the statewide 

campaigns in 2009 and 2008 were smaller than previous campaigns. This explains why, in the teen 

survey, only 3 of 30 responded to questions regarding the campaign. All three were involved in the 

2009 Renewable Energy campaign, and one was also in the 2008 R3: Rethink Plastics campaign. The 

responses were so limited that they do not provide enough data for a thorough discussion. All three 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they had made a significant contribution to the 

community.  

 

Graduates have many experiences with the campaign and they are generally positive 

In the graduate survey, however, campaigns of years past have a common thread through 

responses. 56% of the graduates who took the survey had been involved in a campaign.  When 

asked what the highlights and areas for improvement of the campaign were, respondents were 

primarily positive. The highest ranked outcome of the campaign was that grads felt they had 

inspired real change in their community, politically, or statewide (43%).  

Another highly ranked positive outcome was that respondents felt they had gained an enormous 

amount of knowledge on the subject of the campaign and also gained tools and skills for activism 

that were important later in life. Three respondents also mentioned that exposure to the media and 

the ability to get their voice heard were highly valuable. Lastly, three respondents highlighted the 

statewide aspect of the campaign -- forging partnerships with other youth (and adults) statewide -- 

as their favorite part.  



  15 

IMPACT OF THE CAMPAIGN 

 

 
 

The overall impact of the campaign process on youth in AYEA is difficult to evaluate, given that 

each year’s campaign was unique. Although the current youth involved do not have a connection to 

statewide campaigns as part of AYEA’s program, campaigns were very important to graduates and 

Adult Mentors. It is possible to say that the campaign has had a positive and important impact 

on youth and has a lot of potential to empower AYEA youth in the future.   

 

 

 

How Graduates Remember Campaigns 

I think this [the campaign] was one of the most formative experiences of my 

high school tenure.  It was constant learning by doing and really had the 

feel of making a meaningful difference. 

It was very empowering to work in partnership with adults and other teens. 

I felt like the work we were doing was legitimate -- not just an educational 

exercise for students. We were actually working to make real policy 

changes. 

Being able to bring together minds and resources from all over the state 

was great.  I thought that it was also more effective to bring kids together 

from all over the state and show our widespread, broad-based support for 

the campaign. 

In the middle between good and bad is a note that there should be regular 

events that 1-time volunteers can attend and contribute to the campaign, 

without needing to be integrated fully into the strategy and future events. 

Otherwise, it is daunting to be involved. 

The biggest challenge is again (in my opinion) the logistical overhead, but 

with the current rock-star staff, I think that is easily overcome. Lastly, if the 

campaign idea sucks, then it kind of puts a damper on the AYEA year. 

Pesticide Right to Know campaign introduced me to politics, which 

transformed my youth and projected me on a trajectory for 

accomplishment. 
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IMPROVING THE CAMPAIGN 

 

Challenges for teens in the campaign are largely in regards to the complex logistics of 

coordination 

 The challenging aspects of campaign involvement were largely grouped around the complexity of 

organizing statewide. Respondents mentioned expensive travel costs, lack of communication 

between communities, difficulty of teleconferences, lack of volunteer commitment, and busy teen 

schedules/organization skills. Three respondents mentioned that they felt the work may have been 

ineffective at bringing about change and that the campaign lacked purpose (two of these responses 

were in association with the Renewable Energy campaign).  

 

AYEA can use tips from past campaigns to help in framing a successful future campaign 

The campaigns of the past few years do not seem to be as successful from the perspective of the 

teens who have been involved, compared to teens who were involved three or more years ago. This 

seems to be mostly due to several factors: not enough teen ownership, not enough statewide 

involvement, not enough interest by the teens, and lacking statewide retreat. This has been 

compounded by the changing dynamics brought about by differing chapter goals and situations. 

However, campaigns in history have been successful because of specified issues and a targeted 

audience, solid statewide involvement, and community support such that teens felt empowered. 

Adult volunteers reiterated in their comments that the campaign concept should be revitalized, as it 

was an empowering and engaging form of action and, for many teens, life-changing.  
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TRAININGS 

 

AYEA provides trainings throughout the year with a variety of issue and skill-building targets. 

AYEA’s three main trainings are  

• the Civics and Conservation Summit, focused on educating teens about the legislative 

system and empowering them to effect policy change;  

• the Fall Leadership Retreat, focused on project planning and community-organizing skills 

for chapter leaders; and  

• the Summer Training, teaching teens how to use art as a tool for activism.  

 

Each training, regardless of focus, encourages development in each of the three goal areas 

discussed earlier in this Evaluation: Leadership, Campaign, and Holistic Development -- although 

each to varying extents. It is important to keep in mind that goals for each training differ and 

therefore a review of their impacts will as well. In this section, we will present the data. Later, in the 

discussion, the trainings will be more deconstructed into areas for improvement in terms of each 

theme. 

Respondents to the survey attended one or several of the trainings, but it was more 

common to recommend the Civics and Conservation Summit to a community member 

When teens who had attended a training were asked which training they would recommend the 

most to someone in their community,  

• 60% recommended the Civics and Conservation Summit  

• 25% recommended the Summer Training, and  

• 15% recommended the Statewide Leadership Retreat.  

 

Graduates had positive experiences at all of AYEA’s trainings, but the Civics and Conservation 

Summit was rated as the training from which people learned the most, with the Summer Training 

as a close second. Participants of the Statewide Leadership Retreat seem to have learned less 

overall, but this may be due to the high standards of the other two trainings.  

Training Attendance in Percentage of Total Respondents 

Respondents could choose more than one training

0

10

20

30

40

Civics Summit Summer Training SW Leadership

Retreat

Other

Teen Members Graduates
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Graduates fondly remember trainings, especially peer interactions and holistic 

development 

 When graduates were asked to list their favorite highlight from any training, the following were 

mentioned, in order of the most mentioned to least mentioned highlights:  

• cultural sharing and learning from other people’s stories; 

• meeting other youth interested in the same issues as they are and sharing common 

interests; 

• skills training was also important: being introduced to politics, gaining skills for organizing 

were equally mentioned; and 

• statewide networking was a highlight for many.  

 

Following these main highlights, other topics mentioned by two to three people were the following: 

getting to know legislators, environmental education, having their voices heard, being outside and 

exposed to nature, networking and partnering with adults, and taking action on issues they cared 

about. Finally, highlights mentioned by individuals were being introduced to new information and 

learning styles, forming a relationship with staff members, and getting to see places in Alaska that 

they would not have seen otherwise.  
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AYEA trainings are highlights of the program and help teens gain confidence in knowing 

their voice is important and how they can make a difference 

• 65% of respondents attending a Summer Training said that they learned their voice is 

important and have gained confidence in using it.  

• 70% of respondents from the Civics Summit said that they learned their voice is important 

and have gained confidence in using it.  

• 35% from the Summer Training and 20% from the Civics Summit said that they feel they 

learned the importance of their voice and are working on using it more confidently.  

• The Civics Summit also had 10% which said that they were confident before the training, 

but that the Summit had given them more ways for using their voice.   
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THE CIVICS AND CONSERVATION SUMMIT  

 

Why teens chose the Civics Summit over other Trainings 

It is clear from both graduates and current teens of AYEA that the CCS training holds a place dear to 

the heart. When teens were asked to explain why they would recommend this training over other 

trainings, they gave detailed answers. The most popular reason was that the CCS training 

encouraged teens to “use their voice” in such a way that teens felt that “adults listened to our 

opinion.” This answer is closely related to the other prominent reason:  teens thought that coming 

into such close contact with Alaskan politics and legislative members was invaluable and taught 

them more than they learned in the school setting. Other aspects highlighted were learning 

professional skills and how communicate with political leaders, learning about issues important to 

Alaskans, and “Juneau was awesome.” 
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IMPACT OF THE CIVICS AND CONSERVATION SUMMIT  

Leadership Development:   For each 

of the trainings, teens were asked to 

rate what they learned most at the 

training. The Civics and Conservation 

Summit excelled in the area of “how 

the political process works,” “how to 

make a difference about the things 

you care about,” and “how to 

influence policy makers.” Teens 

learned more in these areas than the 

areas of “environmental issues” or 

“current political topics in Alaska.” 

These responses confirm that indeed 

the training is attaining its goals in 

terms of leadership development and 

skills training at this training.  

 

Campaign Development: When 

asked how teens were using what 

they learned at the CCS to take action 

later in life, teens responded 

positively. 40% said they used the 

skills all the time, and 50% said it 

helped them frame their thoughts 

about other things they do.  

 

Holistic Development: Teens who attended the CCS did not rate relationship building and making 

connections with staff and adults as high as they did the above-mentioned aspects of the training. 

However, in terms of self-confidence increasing (which can arguably be both in the category of 

leadership development and holistic development), the CCS was rated very well.  

 

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT OF THE CIVICS AND CONSERVATION SUMMIT  

A few youth offered suggestions for items they wished they had learned. One mentioned learning 

more about the other parties that influence decision makers, so that “youth know what they are up 

against.” One suggested that teens get to know the Juneau area better, and finally two youth 

requested that more issue depth was covered on renewable energy.  

 

The Civics and Conservation Summit can be seen as truly successful as an AYEA program, and it is 

difficult to suggest improvements for this training. It does seem that, from the holistic perspective, 

AYEA could see potential for growth in terms of encouraging relationship-building at the training -- 

something that we know is possible from seeing the results of the Summer Training. However, the 

intensity of the training in leadership development may in this instance simply overshadow other 

areas.  
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THE SUMMER TRAINING  

 

Since 2007, the Summer Training’s innovative combination of media and art with the environment 

and organizing has had important impacts on the youth involved.  

 

Impact of the Summer Training 

 

Skills training at the Summer Training: For each of the trainings, teens were asked to rate what 

they learned most at the training. The Summer Training excelled in the area of “teaching skills in 

art, media, spoken word, digital storytelling, music, dance, and video,” and confidence building in 

“the value of my voice and its importance to Alaska politics.” This training was ranked lowest in the 

areas of “what I can do to make a difference,” “how to share my stories,” and knowledge about 

environmental issues.  

 

Holistic Development: The Summer Training ranked the best of all the trainings in the area of 

feeling included and accepted within the group. 75% of teens who attended a Summer Training said 

that they “made friends with peers, Adult Mentors, staff persons and have kept in contact with 

them.” The rest of the respondents answered that, “Yes, I felt very connected while I was there but 

didn’t make long-term connections with them.” This was the highest of any training, implying that 

the Summer Training fosters an environment in which teens are able to have meaningful 

relationships with their peers and adults.  

 

Campaign Development: Teens were asked about whether they use what they learned at the 

Summer Training to take action later in life (such as in school, in the chapter, or in the community). 

100% of teens who attended the Summer Training said they use skills they learned at the training in 

some way in their everyday life. (75% of said that the skills help “frame their thoughts about the 

things they do,” while 25% said that they use the skills “all the time.”)  
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AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT OF THE SUMMER TRAINING 

The Summer Training has a remarkable capacity for forging strong ties between participants and 

also relationships with the training team. However, a few suggestions from youth regarding things 

that they felt were lacking from the Summer Training provide at potential areas for improvement. 

The suggestions revolved around teaching additional methods for sending out “your message.”  

Teens who attend the training are not only interested in gaining art and media skills, but some of 

them also want to learn about other forms of political messaging and organizing. Usually there is a 

smaller side focus on this at the training, but it can be difficult for teens to connect the very different 

realms of art and media with action planning in politics or the environmental movement. Careful 

thought into how to do this could be considered by the Peer Leaders, adult art trainers, Adult 

Mentors, and staff.  
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THE STATEWIDE LEADERSHIP RETREAT 

 

In the teen survey there were only 8 respondents who answered questions regarding the Statewide 

Leadership Retreat. Seven of these respondents said that they used the skills they gained at the 

SWLR either “all the time” or that it “frames other things I do.” Also, 75% said they would have 

benefited from attending another SWLR (25% said they felt neutral about needing to attend 

another one).  

 

When asked what was their favorite memory from the SWLR, respondents mentioned that 

participating in the debate over which campaign should be chosen was fun; having to argue and 

persuade the other side was memorable for 6 of the respondents. Three teens also highlighted that 

getting to know other like-minded leaders from around the state was valuable, including learning 

how to speak within and to a group of peers.  

 

 

 

Areas for Improvement of the Statewide Leadership Retreat 

Teens want more skills training at the retreat. When asked whether there was anything they did 

not learn that they wished they could have, only three responded. All three mentioned that they 

would have liked to learn more civic engagement skills and received more education regarding the 

environmental issues at hand. One respondent noted that making the campaign decision was 

difficult because the group did not have enough understanding about the topics.  

Highlights of the Statewide Leadership Retreat  

Of the 20 respondents to the question “Is there one training you would recommend the most to someone 

in your community?” only 3 would recommend the Statewide Leadership Retreat to someone in their 

community. One of these three has attended all three AYEA trainings. In her explanation of why she would 

recommend the SWLR, she states “because it is fun and you get to do a lot of things like meet people and 

learn things and when we get home do what we did in the retreat.” The other two respondents 

recommending the SWLR stated:  

I've only attended the statewide leadership retreat, but I found it a 

great way to meet with other members from across the state. We 

learned more about one another's communities/concerns within their 

community thus learning more about our state. Working with one 

another to create a state-wide campaign was an inspiring was to kick 

off the campaign. 

The skills it develops are extremely applicable in everyday life and for a 

future career. 
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THE ADULT MENTOR 

 

Adults play critical roles in 

making the AYEA program 

successful. They serve as 

content experts, event 

chaperones, chapter 

advisors, training mentors, 

and partners. The Adult 

Survey aimed to capture 

ideas from adults as to how 

to improve the overall AYEA 

program and how to improve 

the role for adults in AYEA.  

 

Nine Adult Mentors responded to the survey, 4 of whom are chapter advisors. The adults who 

responded to the survey have been involved for varied lengths of time. One third had been involved 

less than a year, one third had been involved between 1-6 years, and one third had been involved for 

over 6 years. All of the respondents were currently involved in AYEA. The Adult Mentor suggestions 

and feedback are spread throughout the evaluation; but, in this section in particular, we will look at 

how satisfied the adults are with their role. 

ADULT MENTORS ENJOY WORKING WITH AYEA.  

• 100% of Adult Mentors feel that their work is rewarding;  

• 100% of Adult Mentors agree or strongly agree that they enjoy working with AYEA (89% 

strongly agree, 11% agree).  

• 89% of Adult Mentors agree or strongly agree that the teens they work with value their role 

(33% strongly agree, 56% agree, and 11% feel neutral).  

• 100% of Adult Mentors agree or strongly agree that their role is valued by AYEA staff (78% 

strongly agree, 22% agree ).  

 

Should AYEA host an Adult Training? In hopes of lessening the burden on AYEA staff members, 

while also increasing the support given to chapters, AYEA staff are considering offering a training 

for adults that would enhance their mentorship skills. 67% of the adults who answered the Adult 

Survey feel that a training just for them would be beneficial, the other 33% felt neutral about it. 

Psychological and emotional support for teens could be a highlight of such an adult training; teens’ 

emotional support needs were mentioned by one respondent as something she/he did not know 

how to address.   

 

Other challenges cited by several adults include knowing how to support teens in staying happily 

motivated and not losing sight of their projects when faced with setbacks. This difference in 

experience and perspective can be challenging for adults; training in motivational tools could help 

adults tackle this. From youth feedback, it appears particularly important that the Homer and 

Anchorage chapters consider an Adult training. 
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THE PEER LEADER 

 

A core component of AYEA is the concept of “peer to peer” teaching and interaction. One of the 

central ways AYEA facilitates this is through the role of the Peer Leader. Peer Leaders are integral 

roles in each AYEA training. They are youth (as shown in the survey) generally encouraged by AYEA 

staff to apply to be in a leadership position after having participated in a previous training. Early on 

in the training preparation phase, Peer Leaders work on a training team, together with staff and 

Adult MMentors, to mold the training’s content. Throughout this phase, they experience both 

planning of the content and decisions on facilitation.  

 

Prior to the training, Peer Leaders are expected to participate in an orientation in which team-

building and leadership skills are worked on. During the training, Peer Leaders act as important 

mediators between youth and adults and are expected to be role models for the other participants. 

In addition, peer-facilitated skills training sessions and community-building activities are viewed as 

some of the most important parts of the training.  

 

Graduates have had positive and meaningful experiences as Peer Leaders 

Being a Peer Leader builds leadership skills that follow youth through life.  

100% of the Peer Leaders surveyed felt that they learned more about how to 

be a leader in their community and that they felt more inspired to be in a 

leadership position later in life after their experience.   

 

Graduates were asked to reflect on whether the skills they learned as a Peer Leader assisted them in 

later leadership positions they had in life. Every respondent highlighted that public speaking, 

facilitation, and teaching skills were things that they gained with AYEA and used later in life. 

Secondly, respondents noted that they learned cross-cultural awareness, ability to communicate 

across differences, teamwork skills, and how to share and understand issues and ideas. Finally, 

several respondents noted that their self-confidence improved and that they learned how to be role 

models for their peers. Only one respondent answered that he/she had not used the skills learned as 

a Peer Leader later in life.  

 

39% of the 41 grad respondents had been Peer Leaders with AYEA. This is an above-average 

response rate, given that only 3-4 teens are peer leaders at each training out of 20 total youth 

participants. This suggests that having been a Peer Leader enhances graduate retention rate and 

generally improves one’s sense of ownership in the program, leading to such high survey response 

rates. 
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AYEA staff encourage Peer Leaders 

Teens can apply to become Peer Leaders through a variety of channels, but the most common was 

through encouragement and recommendation from an AYEA staff member. This confirms the 

importance of staff members in this process of leadership activation and cultivation. Other methods 

were not as commonly used, such as someone in the community recommending them or seeing an 

email or online notification.  

 

Peer Leaders feel respected by staff but not as respected by their peers at the training 

100% of the Peer Leaders surveyed strongly agreed that they felt respected by AYEA staff. 

However, in terms of how the Peer Leaders feel their peers respect them as leaders, the answers 

were not as strong. 43% strongly agreed that their peers looked up them as a leader, 43% agreed, 

and one person felt neutral about this. Given that highschoolers generally tend to experience a lot 

of peer pressure and bullying at this age, these results are good (83% agreed or strongly agreed); 

however, it is serves as a reminder that teens are sensitive to how they are perceived by their peers. 

 

Peer Leaders are connected to the training team, but more preparation could help 

Overall Peer Leaders felt connected to the other youth and adults on the training team (43% very 

connected, 43% connected). 57% of the youth felt that they spent as much time as possible on 

preparing, while the remaining said that they could have spent more time preparing but were still 

proud of their leadership at the end of the training. These two interrelated topics provide room for 

improvement, as AYEA staff constantly brainstorm better ways to help the training team connect 

and prepare without overwhelming schedules.   
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Improvement to the Peer Leader Role 

 

Generally speaking, it 

seems that the Peer 

Leader role is an excellent 

opportunity for teens. The 

only additional open 

comments for suggestion 

would be to prepare more 

and have more defined 

speaking roles during the 

training.  

 

Highlights of being a Peer Leader:   What did you learn while being a Peer Leader?  

I gained a chance to be in the position of trying to help my peers 

through the process of campaign planning and through that, positive 

leadership skills that helped me be more confident for my own AYEA 

chapter. 

I had been in leadership roles before, but none so fun or inspirational 

toward furthering my experience. 

I learned how to lead a bunch of teenagers, and how to try and keep 

everyone satisfied. It’s hard.  It really made me see the summit 

through a new light. 

I learned how to tell people in a way they can hear things. 

I learned how to help people who need it the most. 
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SURVEY RESULTS PART II  

LONG TERM IMPACT ON AYEA’S YOUTH 

 

The 2010 AYEA Program Evaluation aimed to not only evaluate the current program components 

but also to assess the long-term impact of AYEA’s programs on youth who were previously involved 

in the program. In general, AYEA is successful at maintaining an alumni database. AYEA classifies 

alumni as those members who are out of high-school/the program and refers to them as Graduates 

or Grads. These graduates are organized according to the year they finished high school.  

 

The graduate database is used for a variety of purposes, most formally as a way to maintain a 

network of young professionals interested in hearing about Green Jobs, in addition to informing 

graduates about AYEA/NWF or other volunteer or advocacy opportunities. For the purposes of the 

evaluation, the graduate database was used to request survey responses from grads on a variety of 

topics.  

 

This section of the report will present the reader with what AYEA graduates are doing now and how 

AYEA has contributed to building a sustainable network of leaders and participants in the 

environmental movement. Graduates feedback on current program components has been 

addressed in the relevant sections previously in this evaluation. 

 



  30 

Response Rate from each Year of High School Graduation 
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RESPONSES TO GRADUATE SURVEY 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

“Grads” are organized according to the year they graduated. The response rate to the graduate 

survey represented a variety of AYEA Grads. There was appropriate representation in year of 

graduation, as well as in racial/ethnic background and community, although the evaluation did not 

attain the goals set for response rate (see section on Survey Structure, Research Methods, and 

Analysis). 30% of respondents were from rural Alaska communities, 70% were from communities 

connected by the road system. Remaining participants were from Juneau or Sitka (larger 

communities off the road system).  

What kind of members were the grads who responded? 

76% of respondents attended a training, 66% were Chapter Members, 37% were involved in a 

statewide campaign, 27% were “other,” and 10% were in Youth Employment in Parks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graduate Response Race Demographic 

*Respondents could choose more than one option so percentages do not 

add up to 100%

Caucasian

54%

Mixed Race

4%

Other

4%

Asian American

6%

Pacific Islander

0%

African American

4%

Alaska Native-

Native American

28%

Caucasian

Alaska Native-Native

American
Pacific Islander

African American

Asian American

Mixed Race

Other

 

Number of respondents 



  31 

What are grads doing now? 

Geographic Distribution: 50% of respondents to the graduate survey are currently living in Alaska, 

19% in rural Alaska.  

 

AYEA Grads are Students:  

• 46% of respondents are 

currently students, and 

15% are traveling or 

studying abroad.  

• All graduates 

completed high school; 

37% have received a 

Bachelor’s degree; 17% 

have had some college 

but no degree; 10% a 

Master’s degree; and 

5% an Associate’s 

degree.  

 

AYEA Grads at Work: 68% of 

respondents are currently 

working. There is a large variety 

in their areas of work. The top four areas of employment were in the Non-profit/Environmental 

advocacy sector (9), Environmental science (4), Teaching (3), Construction/Project Management (4). 

Other areas of work included lawyer, artist, engineer, labor union, fishing, animal clinic, business 

CEO or business at large, health care, and customer service.   

 

45% of AYEA graduates said that, when applying for jobs or volunteer positions, they know 

that the employer was impressed by their AYEA experience. The remaining respondents were 

not sure if it was useful or they did not highlight AYEA in their application or resume. It seems that, 

for many grads, AYEA experience has been an asset while applying for jobs. 

 

Graduates are staying involved with AYEA after high school.  

• 65% of those who responded to the survey have continued to be involved with AYEA since 

they finished high school 

• 38% of those have volunteered at AYEA’s annual Summer Fundraiser 

• 23% have donated to AYEA. Other ways graduates have stayed involved include being a 

volunteer at a training event (5 grads), being an Adult Mentor at a training (6 grads), and 

being an AYEA staff member/intern (6 grads).  

• None of the respondents have volunteered as a Chapter Advisor, which may be a role for 

AYEA graduates in the future.  

 

Everyone who was involved with AYEA after high school enjoyed the experience to some extent; 

37% said they would definitely be involved again. Regardless of whether graduates have to this 

point volunteered, 63% said they would like to be contacted for future involvement.  
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Where Will YOU Be in Five Years? 

Grads are not all on the same path. We asked the open-ended question “What do 

you want to be doing in five years?” and it is clear from the responses that AYEA 

graduates are a crowd with diverse interests and aspirations, which reflects AYEA’s 

intention of connecting with youth from many different backgrounds and on 

different paths (not just college-bound teens).  

• 34%: Finished with current degree or working on next degree  

• 14%: Conservation politics in Alaska, including being a member of Alaska 

Legislature 

• 12%: Teaching/Education 

• 9%: Non-Profit Sector/Environmental Advocacy 

• 9%: Owning a business 

 

Other answers were 

• employed in a research position,  

• learning a new trade,  

• health care/nursing,  

• law enforcement,  

• professional dance career,  

• environmental science job,  

• working on a farm, and  

• traveling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AYEA graduates want to stay in touch with AYEA and the environmental movement.  The first 

priority of AYEA graduates, in terms of what they want from AYEA, is to stay in touch with 

environmental issues that face Alaskans. Following in rank of priority are the following:  

• Grads want to be kept in the loop about opportunities to take action.  

• They want to be kept connected with AYEA and the environmental community.  

• They also want to be updated with what AYEA teens are doing.  

• They would like help in finding a Green Job.  

• And they would like to mentor teens.  

• The final desire was to have the opportunity to work for AYEA.  

 

Overall, it seems that AYEA graduates want to know what AYEA is doing and why. AYEA graduates 

want to continue feeling connected to Alaska and the work of the program – this is more important 

than their desire to have AYEA function as a database for learning about new job opportunities, 

which is what much outreach has previously been focused on. 
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IMPACT OF AYEA ON GRADUATES  

 

AYEA had a significant impact on the youth who were involved and who took the survey. 88% of 

youth agreed or strongly agreed that participating in AYEA increased their leadership skills. The 

same was said of AYEA empowering them to take action on issues they care about.  

75% of the graduate respondents said that AYEA inspired them to be in a 

leadership position later in life.  

98% said that AYEA inspired them to care about the environment.  

96% of graduates said that AYEA raised their awareness of diversity of 

culture and race in Alaska.  

80% of respondents said that, because of AYEA, they are more involved in 

environmental and civic action today.  

50% of graduates have stayed in touch with people they met through AYEA.   
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DISCUSSION 

IS AYEA MEETING ITS GOALS? AREAS OF ACCOMPLISHMENT 

AYEA IS BALANCED IN THE THREE AREAS OF LEADERSHIP, HOLISTIC, AND 

CAMPAIGN DEVELOPMENT 

 

A youth development organization has much to work on. In fact, many groups suffer from an 

overload of issue and campaign areas. Since its inception, AYEA has steadily increased the wealth 

of issues and skills that it works on with youth. This includes evolving a focus on holistic 

development, which is coincidentally a nationwide trend. 

 

While it is important to consider so many factors in youth organizing and development, it is also 

wise to make sure that support for youth development (example: relationship-building and 

interpersonal growth) does not overshadow the importance of other programmatic goals, such as 

civic engagement. AYEA faces this choice on a daily basis but does well in finding a fine balance. For 

example, as mentioned in the training section, AYEA’s three trainings are all loosely based on the 

same idea, but each offer not only a different skill set (example: political education at the Civics 

Summit vs. art and media skills at the Summer Training) but also contribute in different ways to 

holistic development.  

 

This diversity in programming shows flexibility and depth in AYEA staff’s ability to offer a variety of 

programs for the equally diverse group of youth who are involved in the program. Although ideally 

each training, chapter, and campaign 

would tap equally well into each goal 

(leadership, campaign, and holistic 

development) it can also be seen as a 

strength that these components offer 

such a breadth of opportunities for youth. 

 

AT THE SAME TIME, AYEA STAFF 

EXPRESSED A DESIRE TO PRIORITIZE 

HOLISTIC DEVELOPMENT 

 

Recent years of dedication to AYEA’s 

goal of being a diverse and socially just 

organization has brought AYEA in touch 

with a group of youth that is diverse in 

needs. AYEA has discovered that, when 

one works with youth faced with such 

issues as environmental injustice or social 

injustice, sometimes prioritizing holistic 

development can be equally as important 

as leadership development or skills 
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training. This translates to subtle changes in daily schedules, which allow more time for staff to 

support youth over the phone or in person. For a training, this means more time spent preparing 

with the training team such that staff and the team are better equipped to emotionally support 

teens who may need it.  

 

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT IS AYEA’S STRENGTH 

 

Through the survey, it is clear that AYEA excels in building leadership skills. The most popular 

training is the training in which youth are taught specific civic engagement skills. Not only about 

skills, the training also has encouraged a deep sense of empowerment and belief in youth voice, 

something that graduates and teens carry with them long into the future. Additionally, the 

experience of being a chapter and Peer Leader has inspired many to enter leadership positions later 

in life. It is important that AYEA is strong in this area, as this is the building block for the Campaign 

Development component.   

 

“TAKING ACTION” IS 

INTEGRAL TO THE AYEA 

EXPERIENCE 

 

The heart of AYEA is taking 

action; so evaluating how 

confident youth feel to take 

action is vital to the program. 

Graduates of the program, 

through campaigns of the past, 

have gained organizing and 

campaign skills they not only 

remember with a smile but also 

which enabled them to take 

action later in life as well.  

 

As mentioned in more detail in the campaign section, in recent years, several factors have 

decreased the impact of the statewide campaign. In addition, training in organizing skills and 

“action” skills somehow took less precedence. AYEA staff have recognized this and, after additional 

consultation in preliminary survey evaluation results, determined that, in the fall of 2010, AYEA 

would host a training specifically for the purpose of training in organizing skills and simultaneously 

organizing a campaign.  
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 OPPORTUNITIES FOR GROWTH  

THERE IS ROOM FOR GROWTH 

 

As Adult Mentors have pointed out, AYEA has the potential to grow. When they were asked to 

evaluate how much potential for growth in AYEA involvement they saw in their community, 56% 

thought they there was room for more growth in the number of teens and the number of Adult 

Mentors participating, while 11% felt neutral about the ability for growth. It is clear that there is 

theoretical room for growth, according to the community members, and that it is a matter of 

whether the program capacity exists. 

SUGGESTIONS FROM ADULT SURVEY 

 

The Adult survey was an 

important place to gather 

suggestions for improvements 

to AYEA. Adults suggested that 

the Statewide Campaign should 

be revitalized and strongly 

committed to by local chapters 

and the statewide network. 

Volunteers from the past saw 

this as an invigorating process 

for AYEA teens.  

 

Closely related, adults also 

mentioned that it is important 

to keep the statewide aspect of 

AYEA alive; they recommended 

staff encourage more 

collaboration between both 

individual youth and between 

chapters. This includes 

encouraging chapter youth to be 

involved in statewide programs, 

such as attending training 

events. Other suggestions 

included clearer roles in chapter 

structures for youth and adults, 

increased funding for both 

chapters and other statewide 

programs, and additional staff 

support for Adult Mentors.  
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EVALUATING AYEA’S LEADERSHIP PIPELINE 

 

AYEA has a robust leadership pipeline through which youth can progress from being participant, 

member, leader, and even staff member. The current progression of youth leadership (highlighted 

in the snapshot on AYEA) follows the framework that many youth organizations follow. Also, AYEA 

is doing very well in terms of transitioning members into the staff scheme, by hiring program 

graduates as staff.  These accomplishments provide a platform for further improvement in the 

transition stage of development, when youth first graduate high school, to ensure they stay 

connected. Also, as AYEA graduates age (oldest grads are currently in their mid-20s), AYEA will 

need to expand age-appropriate opportunities to connect with older grads.  

 

AYEA COULD ASSIST YOUTH TRANSITIONING INTO THEIR NEXT PHASE OF LIFE 

 

 While youth are in high school and are actively engaged in extracurricular activities, work with 

AYEA is vibrant and connections are easy to maintain. However, when youth transition into the 

phase of school where they are deciding what to do after graduation, AYEA does not have a 

presence. Furthermore, after that decision has been made, AYEA seems to primarily have contact 

with graduates who have gone on to receive higher education, especially those in an environmental 

field (see Graduate section for details).  

 

It is important that AYEA skills follow youth throughout this transition phase and are not lost for 

youth who do not go on to college . Currently AYEA provides opportunities for taking action and 

summer internships for graduates in college. Perhaps focus should also be on helping teens 

transition from high school into their next phase of life. This could include encouraging and assisting 

in the college search and application process or, alternatively, finding ways to encourage the use of 

the skills gained at AYEA in other alternatives, not just college. 

 

AYEA COULD SUPPORT THE NATIONAL NEED FOR SKILLED YOUTH IN GREEN JOBS 

 

As the economy transitions into renewable energy and greener technologies, skills training for 

green jobs needed to make this transition become more important. From the graduate survey, we 

learned that AYEA graduates are entering a diverse number of fields and the potential for a greater 

focus on career paths into green jobs would likely be well received. In Alaska, the pool of youth 

ready to take on green job positions is especially shallow, both in political and non-political roles. 

Therefore, AYEA can continue to assist in filling this hole. AYEA’s pioneering work with the 

Municipality of Anchorage and the “Youth Employment in Parks” summer job program is an 

example for how other programs can initiate youth involvement in the green job field.  

 

AYEA COULD SUPPORT GRADUATES WITH LIFE PLANNING TOOLS 

 

Whether it be for high school graduation or simply that the youth has exhausted the resources and 

leadership opportunities available with AYEA, AYEA could provide guidance or planning tools to 

youth for ways in which they can continue to grow in their engagement with organizing activities. 

What is important is to ensure that youth who become leaders in AYEA progress into involvement 

in the larger community as well.  
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LEADERSHIP TRANSITIONS 

 

AYEA staff explain that recent staff transitions (see Snapshot of AYEA) have created sequential 

periods of reduced staff capacity. This has affected AYEA’s ability to reach its goals for youth 

empowerment, most noticeably through weaker campaigns and reduced chapter support. 

Thus, in order to lessen the impact of transitions in the leadership structure of the staff, this 

evaluation suggests that AYEA plan ahead for such transitions. This can be done in multiple ways, 

but the first step would be to put together a plan for the transition, perhaps by using the Statewide 

Advisory Group format for brainstorming the ways in which AYEA could deal with transitions such 

that the program can smoothly continue functioning regardless of staff changes.  
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THE CHALLENGE OF CONNECTING RURAL AND URBAN AYEA 

AYEA’s relationships with youth from Rural Alaska are integral to the program but can be 

challenging to maintain 

There is a challenge in regards to maintaining contact with the diverse group of AYEA graduates 

and members.  The survey results reflect that it is difficult to maintain connections with rural Alaska 

as well as urban Alaska. Despite the fact that AYEA’s programs -- such as training events and 

chapters -- are theoretically composed of nearly 50% Native Alaska youth, the youth member 

survey results were only 13% Alaska Native. For the Graduate survey, respondents were 32% Alaska 

Native, but the goal response rate was not reached.  

 

This reflects a larger communication barrier for AYEA staff. To cut costs, AYEA has stopped using 

hard-copy mailings as a communication tool and relies almost exclusively on email and social media 

to communicate with members and supporters. Rural Alaskan communities have less access to 

internet and often are less familiar with social networking tools. In addition, cultural differences 

may exist. For example, bilingual youth members may face difficulty with AYEA’s use of English, 

and other differences in communication style and leadership structure must also be taken into 

consideration. This challenge can be seen in many areas of this evaluation and provides ample room 

for improvement. Because AYEA strives to collaborate with statewide communities, it is inherently 

faced with challenges rooted in the divide between urban and rural communities and cultures.  
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IN SPITE OF THE CHALLENGE, AYEA SUCCEEDS IN SHARING ALASKA’S DIVERSITY WITH ITS 

YOUTH MEMBERS 

 

Diversity is a challenge that AYEA must continue to be devoted to bridging, especially because 

AYEA prides itself on being one of the few programs that successfully builds ties between youth in 

rural and urban Alaska. By and large AYEA does do this: in fact, 89% of teen respondents said that 

they agreed (46%) or strongly agreed (43%) that AYEA has helped them learn about and appreciate 

the diversity of race and culture in Alaska.  

 

The strength of AYEA campaigns rests on this diverse network. In 2007, AYEA’s Statewide Advisory 

Group included “increased rural connections and participation” as a focus area for the five-year 

strategic plan. In the past year, AYEA has made progress in this area by establishing two additional 

rural chapters (Dillingham and Hooper Bay). The challenge for AYEA staff is to sustain a meaningful 

level of support to the now ten chapters in the program. In evaluating the chapter system, teens 

and adults recommended that AYEA should consider enhancing mentorship and resources available 

for local chapters, be it via Adult Mentors or AYEA staff.  
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CONCLUSION AND MOVING FORWARD  

“AYEA is in a period of self-reflection: What have we accomplished? Are our core 

strategies working? Where do we go from here? Now is a good moment for 

evolution.” - Megan McBride, AYEA Program Manager 

 

This report does not fully answer all of these questions, but it is a significant step in the process of 

evaluating the Alaska Youth for Environmental Action program. Certainly further investigation is 

needed to fully asses AYEA’s impact, especially its external impacts which were not included in the 

scope of this evaluation (e.g. influence on policy, public opinion, and environmental health). 

Hopefully this report will generate further discussion and deliberation, helping to push AYEA 

towards any needed evolution.  

 

This section highlights some of the conclusions that can be drawn from the evaluation and ends 

with an outline of the steps AYEA’s advisory group has laid out as an evaluation response plan.  

1. Teens in AYEA are developing important leadership skills 

Empowering youth with skills to be leaders now and throughout their lives is AYEA’s primary 

strategy towards advancing its vision of an Alaska that is environmentally sustainable and socially 

just. Through chapters, trainings, and campaigns teens report that they are increasing their skills 

and confidence in leadership.   

2. AYEA is building a cross-cultural youth network 

AYEA is meeting its goal of supporting teens’ holistic development and creating a cross-cultural 

statewide network of youth leaders. More work needs to be done to address the challenges of 

supporting and connecting with teens from rural Alaska and maintaining relationships and 

communication across long distances. AYEA staff are ahead of the curve in recognizing the critical 

importance of supporting youth’s holistic development needs. Though the outcomes from this work 

are not always as easy to measure, they are critical to advancing AYEA’s overall vision.  

3. Trainings alone aren’t as powerful: action projects and campaigns are critical parts of 

the whole package 

For both staff and teens, AYEA’s training events have a certain magical quality. They are intense; 

they bring new, interesting young leaders together for a short, focused amount of time; they 

require a significant investment of time, energy, and money; and ultimately they can be 

transformative events in people’s lives. The ongoing projects and campaigns that happen between 

the trainings are not as consistently glamorous. They are drawn-out, slow, challenging, and often 

full of meetings. However, feedback from the surveys shows that graduates give a lot of credit to 

AYEA campaigns and projects and important work is done outside of the trainings.  

4. AYEA chapters are not reaching their full potential 

Experiences in chapters varied widely, but it is clear that some youth don’t feel as if they are making 

an impact; teens want more (or at least different) support from their adult advisors; and adult 

advisors feel under appreciated by teens. Staff expressed additional concerns that chapter support 

takes a lot of time for minimal or unclear impact.  
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5. There is a leak in AYEA’s Leadership Pipeline  

Over the past several years, AYEA has made significant efforts to reach out to graduates of the 

program to connect them with opportunities to stay connected to environmental movement. AYEA 

has been successful at reaching out to college students and post-college grads but less successful at 

reaching grads who do not go on to college. The grads who may need the most support in 

continuing to develop their leadership are the grads that AYEA has the hardest time staying 

connected to: Native youth, non-college-bound youth, anyone age 18-22.  

 

EVALUATION RESPONSE PLAN 

AYEA’s Statewide Advisory Group – made up of teens, graduates, and adult volunteers – reviewed a 

draft version of this report at their annual meeting in October 2010. They created a plan for action 

to take in response to the findings in this report. The advisory group and staff will share the 

responsibility for implementing this plan and working to improve the AYEA program to be more 

effective at meeting its goals.  

 

CAMPAIGN 

1 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Create clear roles for youth leaders in campaign 

- Draft expectation for chapters’ and SWAG’s roles in campaigns (try out for 2 years)  

- Survey youth involved in 2010-2011 campaign to gather feedback (gaining knowledge of environmental 

issues, gaining advocacy skills, gaining connections to geographic and culturally diverse network of 

youth, sense of empowerment, suggestions for improvement) 

3 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Evaluate chapters’ and SWAG’s responsibilities to campaigns, and finalize clear expectations for each 

- Include campaign involvement as part of chapter commitment, and clearly communicate this to all 

chapter leaders 

- Include campaign involvement as part of Advisory Group member commitment, and clearly 

communicate this to all Advisory Group members 

- Provide more environmental education as part of campaign process (measure by survey responses) 

5 YEAR GOALS 

- There is a clear expectation for how AYEA members will be involved in statewide campaigns 

- Each year AYEA’s statewide campaign has meaningful impact towards our vision of a healthy clean 

environment 

- Youth involved in campaigns gain skills, inspiration, and connection to other youth leaders  
 

CHAPTERS 

1 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Clarify roles & expectations for youth leaders in chapters 

- Clarify roles & expectations for adult mentors in chapters 

- Create training for adult mentors 

- Update chapter formation guide based on experience of Fairbanks chapter creation process 

- Draft standard outreach materials for chapters to personalize and use for recruitment efforts 

3 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Create mentorship role for SWAG members to support chapters  

- Adjust and update expectations for youth leaders and adult mentors in chapters 
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- Implement formal application process for adult mentors, required training, clear expectations and time 

commitment 

5 YEAR GOALS 

- There are clear expectations for youth leadership roles in AYEA chapters  

- Youth involved in chapters gain sense of empowerment, mentorship, and leadership experience  

- AYEA has bigger presence in communities with chapters; community knows about and respects AYEA 

 

TRAININGS 

1 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Clarify roles & expectations for Peer Leaders and Adult Mentors 

- Include focused action-planning at the end of each training 

- Increase follow-up to engage teens after training events  

3 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Provide more training for Adult Mentors in how to co-facilitate with youth 

- Create the expectation for outgoing and incoming chapter leaders participate in Fall Retreat together 

5 YEAR GOALS 

- Peer Leaders and Adult Mentors gain inspiration, facilitation skills, and experience in inter-generational 

partnerships 

 

LEADERSHIP PIPELINE (GRADS/ ALUMNI) 

1 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Connect graduates with opportunities for green jobs & internships 

- Promote accomplishments of AYEA graduates 

- Collect updated contact info for new graduates each year 

3 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Connect AYEA’s alumni network with other environmental groups 

- Connect AYEA’s alumni network with other emerging leaders groups 

5 YEAR GOALS 

- AYEA grads are working, studying, and organizing around environmental issues  

- AYEA staff are AYEA grads  

- AYEA connects to a “pipeline” of leadership development opportunities for emerging leaders in 

Alaska’s environmental movement 

 

FINANCES & SUSTAINABILITY 

1 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Establish clear job descriptions & online sign-up for volunteers 

- Utilize SWAG members to help write grant proposals 

- Acquire one new foundation funder 

- Generate $15,000 in donations at summer fundraiser 2011 

3 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- Set aside a 6 mo. reserve in the AYEA budget 

- Receive 30% of funding from individual and business donors (20% in FY10) 

- Receive 45% of funding from foundation donors (35% in FY10) 

5 YEAR BENCHMARKS 

- AYEA is fully staffed, and all staff have manageable workloads  

- Volunteers provide critical capacity support to AYEA program, and are fulfilled in their roles 

- AYEA is not dependent on NWF funding to survive
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