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National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program
Program Description1 The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program is a residential 

education and training program designed for youth ages 16 to 

18 who have dropped out of or been expelled from high school. 

During the 22-week residential period, participants are offered 

GED preparation classes and other program services intended 

to promote positive youth development, such as leadership, job 

skills, and service to the community. The residential period is 

quasi-military (youth live in barracks, wear uniforms, and experi-

ence military-style discipline), but there are no requirements for 

military service. After the residential period, trainees participate 

in a one-year structured mentoring program. Trainees select their 

own mentors who are then screened and trained by the program.

Research2 One study of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program that 

falls within the scope of the Dropout Prevention review protocol 

meets What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards, 

and no studies meet WWC evidence standards with reserva-

tions. This study included 1,196 youth in 10 states.3

Based on this one study, the WWC considers the extent of evi-

dence for the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program on at-risk 

youth to be small for the completing school domain. The study that 

meets WWC evidence standards does not examine the effective-

ness of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program in the staying 

in school or progressing in school domains for at-risk youth.

Effectiveness
The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program was found to have potentially positive effects on completing school for at-risk youth.

Staying in school Progressing in school Completing school
Rating of effectiveness na na Potentially positive effects

Improvement index na na +22 percentile points

1. The descriptive information for this program was obtained from publicly available sources: the program’s website (http://www.ngycp.org, downloaded 
June 2010) and Millenky, Bloom, and Dillon (2010). The WWC requests developers to review the program description sections for accuracy from their 
perspective. Further verification of the accuracy of the descriptive information for this program is beyond the scope of this review. The literature search 
reflects documents publicly available by May 2010.

2. The studies in this report were reviewed using WWC Evidence Standards, Version 2.0 (see the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook, Chapter III), 
as described in protocol Version 2.0.

3. The evidence presented in this report is based on available research. Findings and conclusions may change as new research becomes available.

na = not applicable

http://www.ngycp.org
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Additional program 
information

Developer and contact
The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program was developed 

by the National Guard Bureau in the U.S. Department of Defense; 

the pilot of the program was authorized by Congress in 1993. 

The national contact for the program is Joe Padilla. Address: 

Office of Athletics and Youth Development, Jefferson Plaza 1, 

Room 2456, 1411 Jefferson Davis Highway, Arlington, VA 22202-

3231. Email: info@ngyf.org. Web: http://www.ngycp.org. 

Scope of use
Over 92,000 youths graduated from the National Guard Youth 

ChalleNGe Program as of December 2009. The program is 

offered in Puerto Rico and the following 27 states: Alabama, 

Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, 

Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Mis-

sissippi, Montana, New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, 

Oklahoma, Oregon, South Carolina, Texas, Virginia, West 

Virginia, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.

Description of intervention
The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program is offered to 

youth ages 16 to 18 who have dropped out of or been expelled 

from high school, and who are unemployed, not heavily involved 

with the criminal justice system (not currently on parole or proba-

tion for non-juvenile offenses, not serving time or awaiting sen-

tencing, not convicted of a felony), drug free, and legal residents 

of the state in which the program is offered. 

Each National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program site accepts 

an average of 100 trainees in a cohort. The program consists 

of three phases. The first phase, the pre-ChalleNGe phase, is 

a two-week residential introduction to the program’s rules and 

expectations. If trainees complete this phase, they move on 

to the 20-week residential phase. Trainees live on an active or 

closed National Guard base, a National Guard training center, 

or a school campus. This phase is highly structured and quasi-

military. Trainees are called “cadets,” live in barracks, have their 

hair cut short, wear uniforms, experience military-style discipline, 

and are given a highly regimented schedule. The program 

focuses on eight components: leadership, responsible citizen-

ship, service to community, life-coping skills, physical fitness, 

health and hygiene, job skills, and academic excellence. The 

largest share of the day is spent on education, helping trainees 

prepare for the GED exam, or, in some cases, a high school 

diploma. The last phase, the post-residential phase, lasts one 

year. This phase involves structured mentoring with a mentor of 

the trainee’s choosing. The mentor is screened and trained by 

the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program. The mentor is 

supposed to meet with the trainee a minimum of four hours per 

month during the post-residential phase. National Guard Youth 

ChalleNGe Program staff maintain at least monthly contact with 

the trainee and mentor during this phase. 

Cost
The National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program costs about 

$14,000 per individual (Bloom, Gardenhire-Crooks, & Mand-

sager, 2009). Since 1998, the federal government has paid 60% 

of the cost and states have paid 40%. In 2009, the U.S. Con-

gress passed legislation that increased the federal share of pro-

gram costs that can be paid by the U.S. Department of Defense 

to 75%. The program is offered free of charge to participants. 

Research Fourteen studies reviewed by the WWC investigated the effects 

of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program. One study (Mil-

lenky, Bloom, & Dillon, 2010) is a randomized controlled trial that 

meets WWC evidence standards. The remaining 13 studies do 

not meet either WWC evidence standards or eligibility screens.

Millenky et al. (2010) used a randomized controlled trial to 

examine the effects of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Pro-

gram in 10 sites located in 10 states. The study included 3,074 

youth who were randomly assigned to participate in the National 

Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program or to a control group that was 

not eligible to receive services. A subset of 1,508 youth were 

http://www.ngycp.org
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Research (continued) randomly selected to be given the 21-month follow-up survey. 

The analysis sample included 1,196 youths who completed the 

follow-up survey. 

Extent of evidence
The WWC categorizes the extent of evidence in each domain as 

small or medium to large (see the WWC Procedures and Stan-

dards Handbook, Appendix G). The extent of evidence takes into 

account the number of studies and the total sample size across 

the studies that meet WWC evidence standards with or without 

reservations.4

The WWC considers the extent of evidence for the National 

Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program on at-risk youth to be small 

for the completing school domain. The study that meets WWC 

evidence standards does not examine the effectiveness of the 

National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program in the staying in 

school and progressing in school domains for at-risk youth.

Effectiveness Findings
The WWC review of interventions for Dropout Prevention 

addresses student outcomes in three domains: staying in 

school, progressing in school, and completing school. The study 

included in this report covers one domain: completing school. 

The findings below present the authors’ estimates and WWC-

calculated estimates of the size and the statistical significance of 

the effects of the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program on 

at-risk youth.5 

Completing school. The Millenky et al. (2010) study found, 

and the WWC confirmed, a statistically significant positive dif-

ference between the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program 

group and the control group in their self-reported rates of having 

received a high school diploma or GED 21 months after random 

assignment. At follow-up, 61% of program group members 

reported having a diploma or GED, compared with 36% of 

control group members. In addition, the effect size of this differ-

ence was large enough to be considered substantively important 

according to WWC criteria (at least 0.25).

Rating of effectiveness
The WWC rates the effects of an intervention in a given outcome 

domain as positive, potentially positive, mixed, no discernible 

effects, potentially negative, or negative. The rating of effective-

ness takes into account four factors: the quality of the research 

design, the statistical significance of the findings, the size of 

the difference between participants in the intervention and the 

comparison conditions, and the consistency in findings across 

studies (see the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook, 

Appendix E).

The WWC found the 
National Guard Youth 

ChalleNGe Program to have 
potentially positive effects 

on completing school for 
at-risk youth

Improvement index
The WWC computes an improvement index for each individual 

finding. In addition, within each outcome domain, the WWC 

computes an average improvement index for each study and 

an average improvement index across studies (see WWC 

Procedures and Standards Handbook, Appendix F). The 

improvement index represents the difference between the per-

centile rank of the average student in the intervention condition 

and the percentile rank of the average student in the comparison 

condition. Unlike the rating of effectiveness, the improvement 

4. The extent of evidence categorization was developed to tell readers how much evidence was used to determine the intervention rating, focusing on 
the number and size of studies. Additional factors associated with a related concept (external validity, such as the students’ demographics and the 
types of settings in which studies took place) are not taken into account for the categorization. Information about how the extent of evidence rating was 
determined for the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe Program is in Appendix A6.

5. The level of statistical significance was reported by the study authors or, when necessary, calculated by the WWC to correct for clustering within 
classrooms or schools and for multiple comparisons. For the formulas the WWC used to calculate the statistical significance, see WWC Procedures and 
Standards Handbook, Appendix C for clustering and WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook, Appendix D for multiple comparisons. In the case of 
Millenky et al. (2010), no corrections for clustering or multiple comparisons were needed.
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The WWC found the 
National Guard Youth 

ChalleNGe Program to have 
potentially positive effects 

on completing school for 
at-risk youth  

(continued)

index is entirely based on the size of the effect, regardless of 

the statistical significance of the effect, the study design, or the 

analysis. The improvement index can take on values between 

–50 and +50, with positive numbers denoting favorable results 

for the intervention group. 

The improvement index for completing school is +22 percen-

tile points based on one finding in one study. 

Summary
The WWC reviewed 14 studies on the National Guard Youth 

ChalleNGe Program. One of these studies meets WWC evidence 

standards; the remaining 13 studies do not meet either WWC 

evidence standards or eligibility screens. Based on the one 

study, the WWC found potentially positive effects on completing 

school for at-risk youth. The conclusions presented in this report 

may change as new research emerges.
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