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What are  pulse  checks?
As the name implies, pulse checks are intended to help you keep a "pulse" on young peoples' experiences 
in your program. Pulse checks reinforce the Thrive{ology} principle to reflect on and grow from your 
experiences. They should not replace individual session reflections, but rather are a deeper dive into 
understanding how youth experience your program in general. Some examples of pulse checks include 
having youth answer a "Question of the Day" as they leave the program or allocating some time to check 
in with youth about the program during a listening session. 

Pulse checks are also an effective youth development strategy: they promote a culture of openness and 
learning, conveying that you care about young peoples’ experiences and want their input and feedback.
 
To create the best developmental experiences for youth, we need to be continuously learning what is and 
isn’t working in programs so we can make improvements. That is why we developed this pulse check 
guide.

Why conduct  pulse  checks?
Pulse checks allow you to make program decisions based on youth experiences. They also offer an 
opportunity for young people who may not respond well to traditional methods of data collection (e.g. 
surveys) to express and articulate their perspectives. Get real-time feedback on your programs to make 
meaningful improvements for the young people you serve. Pulse checks are accessible, fun, and inex-
pensive.  

Use pulse checks to collect relevant data on your programs in unconventional ways, while also keeping a 
pulse on how youth are experiencing programs. When used correctly, pulse checks can: 

 1.   Empower youth to share their opinions and perspectives
 2.   Identify opportunities for program improvement
 3.   Create the best developmental experiences for young people within programs

When program directors, staff, and volunteers focus on assessing and improving experiences for young 
people, a program’s activities are more likely to enhance young peoples’ development of social, emo-
tional, and cognitive skills.

PULSEchecks



ASSESS

LEARN

PRACTICE

INTEGRATE
the 

process
the 

process

Building Qual ity  Programs:

Our model  for  using pulse  check data for  program 
improvement includes four  pr imary elements:  

Evaluating current youth experiences using the Pulse Check Guide and identifying key 
areas for learning 

Engaging with participant feedback as a professional developmental tool within a 
supportive learning environment 

Applying findings and themes found within the youth responses in real time through 
program improvements 

Embedding each of Camp Fire’s core youth experiences into the program’s culture, values, 
and processes 

PRACTICE

LEARN

ASSESS

INTEGRATE

Together, these elements strengthen organizational and personal capacity to understand, address, and 
transform youth experiences in your programs. Allowing young people to participate in the evaluation 
process lets them define what issues are relevant to them. Developing an awareness of and centering 

youth perspectives within your program allows you focus on practices that will guide youth on their path 
to thriving, now and in the future. 



Evaluating Youth Experiences

•     Spark discovery (interest exploration) 
•     Goal management 
•     Diverse, equitable environments that are 
        inclusive of all young people

•     Experiential learning in, for, or about the 
        community or outdoors
•     Peer-to-peer engagement 
•     Adults who prioritize youth 

Pulse checks will help you evaluate and understand how youth engage with 
these core Camp Fire experiences in your program.

There are the six core youth experiences in quality Camp Fire programming. 

Camp Fire is more than a curriculum. 

It is an experience. Our programs are built upon a core 
set of positive youth development experiences to 

maximize growth. Camp Fire uses these experiences to 
ignite cognitive, social, and emotional skill develop-
ment in all young people, to set them on a journey 

towards thriving now… and in the future.

About the

Camp Fire 
Journey

Camp Fire 
Journey
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TOOLKIT
PULSEchecks

Review the “Before You Begin” page.  

Choose a method from the Pulse Check Method section (Engage staff and youth 
in this selection process if possible). 

Choose questions from the Pulse Check Questions section that align with the 
Youth Experience you would like to measure (Engage staff and youth in this 
selection process if possible.)

Conduct pulse checks in your program. (See Pulse Check Method section for 
how-to guides.) 

Compile and review data, identifying any major themes that emerge from 
youth responses. 

Compare findings to the “Let’s Go!” checklist (See Pulse Check Question section 
for checklists.) 

Welcome to the Pulse Checks Toolkit! Here you will find every-
thing you need to know to conduct pulse checks in your programs!

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Steps to  conducting Pulse  Checks



STEP
ONE

BEFORE YOU
begin



You are. . . You should.. .
Identify themes within your existing program data 
and, using this pulse check guide, select a youth 
experience that you would like to improve upon 
within your program.

Start with a Listening Session with a group of 
young people from your program in order to under-
stand areas for improvement within your program. 
Focus on enhancing youth experiences in those 
areas.

Continue to conduct pulse checks consistently to 
see how you improve!

Use the data that was collected through pulse 
checks to get youth input on where/how to improve 
and inform decision making within your program. 
Talk through any themes or ideas that were identi-
fied through the evaluation with your team. Share 
the information with program participants and 
their families and continue to ask for their input on 
where to improve. 

First, take a moment to review any existing data 
you have on your program (Program Quality data, 
Youth Outcome Survey data, etc.) Then, schedule a 
Listening Session with youth. Listening Sessions 
give youth a safe space to express excitement, 
voice concerns, and make recommendations. 
Hearing their stories will help guide you.

Reviewing your Program Quality data or Youth 
Outcome Survey data (or any other information you 

have about your program)

Working to improve your program

Interested in incorporating youth voice into your 
program 

Unsure how to begin and need direction

BEFORE YOUbeginHere are a few things to evaluate and keep in mind 
before you choose your pulse method and conduct 
your first pulse check:

Take a  minute to  think about  what  you are  currently  doing 
and what  pract ices  you could start  incorporating into your  
evalutation process.



Plan Ahead
To get the most out of pulse checks, 
spend time before a program begins 
planning and scheduling when and 

where you will conduct them. Sched-
ule pulse checks at least every couple 

of months or after program quality 
data is collected. This will help you 
establish a routine and make them 

an ongoing part of your program 
schedule. 

Use best  
pract ices  for  
pulse  check 

administrat ion,  
including:

•     Explain the purpose of this data 
        and how you plan to use it to 
        make programs better.
•     Ensure accessibility by making
       accommodations for everyone to 
       understand the questions and 
       purpose. For example, you may 
       want to read questions aloud, 
       explain wording on a question, or 
       plan for youth to access questions 
       digitally if possible.

Talk  to  your  
staff

Before  implementing pulse checks 
into a program, introduce the idea at 

a staff meeting. Clarify that the 
purpose of pulse checks is to listen to 

young people and address their 
needs in the program. Answer any 

questions or concerns before giving 
everyone an opportunity discuss how 

they can lead and engage at every 
stage of the process.

Allow Staff to...
•     Select the method(s) that will 
        be used when conducting
        pulse checks 
•     Select the youth experience   
        to evaluate
•     Plan and schedule the data
        collection process, location and 
        timing
•     Review the collected data 
•     Identify steps for improvement 
        and create an action plan for the 
        program
•     Share themes and findings

 

Consider  your  
age group

Think about what age group you will 
be surveying. This may inform which 
questions you choose to ask, if you 

want to separate participants by age 
to answer the questions, and how 
you explain the purpose of pulse 

checks to participants.

Engage Young
People

Let your young people know you 
value their input. Engage them as 

collaborators in the process of 
program improvement. Whatever 
they do, make sure you recognize 
every member who participates.

Allow youth to...

•     Help select the pulse check 
        method and questions
•     Choose where and how the pulse 
       checks will happen
•     Count and summarize responses
•     Review the data
•     Discuss main themes and ideas
        that emerge after pulse checks
        are complete
•     Engage in improvement planning

BEFORE YOU
begin

continued.. .
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DOT 
VOTING

Dot voting is a quick way to ask a few pulse check questions 
that participants can answer before, during, or after a program 
session.

Exit polls ask a single “Question of the Day” that participants 
can answer as they transition out of an area or exit the program 
space.

Think Say Feel Do is a way for participants to reflect on how 
they interact with the program. You'll learn more about their 
needs and interests and their feelings about the program.

Listening group sessions ask open-ended questions that partici-
pants can answer in a setting that is like a focus group. They 
give youth a safe space to express excitement, voice concerns, 
and make recommendations.

Word webs are a fun way for youth to translate their experiences in 
to concrete images and words. Word webs use interactive, visual 
data collection to create a design that tells a story. Making word 
webs encourages teamwork and collective brainstorming.

PULSE CHECKmethod
CHOOSE YOUR

EXIT 
POLL

THINK SAY
FEEL DO

LISTENING
SESSION

WORD
WEB



DOT
VOTING

Dot Voting is a quick way to ask a few pulse check questions that partici-
pants can answer before, during, or after a program session.

Mater ials
•     1 - 3 pulse check questions
•     5-10 minutes 
•     Poster board or flipchart 
•     Dot stickers or something to mark the paper
•     Something to write with

Before
1.     Allocate about 10 minutes of your program 
         to conducting a Dot Voting exercise, and 
         schedule it into the session.
2.     Write a question at the top of the poster 
         board or flipchart. Make sure it is written 
         large enough for youth to read.

During
5.     Explain that you will be asking youth for 
         their perspective and input on the program. 
         Show them how to vote (maybe do a practice 
         round if it is the first time doing the pulse 
         check) and then transition into the question(s).
6.     Read the question(s) out loud twice so everone 
         understands what is being asked. Have youth 
         reflect on the question(s) before placing their 
         sticker on the option they agree with the     
         most. Explain that if they are between 
         answers, they should pick the one they feel 
        the most.
7.     Thank youth for participating after they place 
        their vote. If there is time, ask youth what they 
        thought of this activity. 

After
8.     Once everyone has voted, count the responses in each response category and record the data. 
         Youth can help you with this step, or you can do it once the program is over.
 •     Count how many dots each response received and record it.
 •     Then, count the total number of stickers, which represents the total number of responses. 
 •     To calculate the percentage of youth who chose the same answer, divide the number of
        responses for that answer by the total number of responses. For example, if 40 people 
                      participate in dot voting and 30 select a “happy” emoji as their answer, this is represented
        as 30/40 = 75%

3.     Create sections that clearly display a  
         response scale (e.g. write Always, 
         Sometimes and Never, draw emoji faces 
         that are happy, neutral, or sad, or write 
         Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, Strongly 
         Disagree).  
4.     You can ask more than one question using 
         this method, but make sure to have a 
         separate poster board or flipchart created 
         for each question.



EXIT
POLL

Exit Polls ask a single “Question of the Day” that participants can answer 
as they transition out of an area or exit the program space. A poll is a 
great way to immediately and anonymously learn specific aspects of 
youth experiences in your program.

Mater ials
•     One pulse check question
•     5-10 minutes
•     Containers like bowls or jars 
 o     The number of containers will 
        depend on how many response options you 
        choose to have.
•     Sharpie or something to label the bowls or jars like 
       paper and tape
•     Marbles, buttons, or some other object that 
       participants will use to vote

Before

During
3.     Near the end of your program session, explain to everyone that 
         you will be conducting a brief Exit Poll. To leave the session,
         everyone must respond to a question using their “exit ticket” 
        (show the voting material). 
4.     Walk over to the Exit Poll station and drop the voting material 
         into a response container to show participants how they will be 
         voting. Then take the voting material out of the container and 
         continue.
5.     Read the pulse check question out loud twice for everyone to 
         hear. Give youth their voting material. As they leave the 
         program space, have youth reflect on the question(s) before 
         placing their vote in the response container they agree with the 
         most. Explain that if they are between answers, they should 
        pick the one they feel the most.
6.     Thank youth for participating after they place their vote and as 
          they leave the program area. 

After
7.     Once everyone has voted and left the program area, count the responses in each container and 
         record the data.  
 •     Count how many voting pieces each response received and record it. 
 •     Then, count the total number of voting pieces, which represents the total number of 
         responses.
 •     To calculate the percentage of people who chose the same answer, divide the number of 
         responses for that answer by the total number of responses. For example, if 40 people
                       participate in an exit poll and 30 select a “happy” emoji as their answer, this is 
                      represented as 30/40 = 75%

1.     Schedule 10 minutes at the 
         end of your program  
         session for the Exit Poll.
2.     Before the program session 
         begins, label the bowls or 
         jars with a response scale 
         (e.g. write Always, 
         Sometimes and Never, 
         draw emoji faces that are 
         happy, neutral, or sad, or 
         write Strongly Agree, 
         Agree, Disagree, Strongly 
         Disagree). 



THINK 
SAY
FEEL
DO

Think Say Feel Do is a way for participants to reflect on how they interact 
with the program. You'll learn more about their needs, interests, and 
feelings about the program.

Mater ials
•     Five pulse check questions (see suggestions below)
•     15 minutes 
•     Paper 
•     Something to write with

Before

During
4.     Hand out paper and something to write with to each participant. Have them draw a person on the paper,
         making sure to include head, mouth, heart, hands, and feet. 
5.     Explain that you will be asking five questions that relate to the pictures everyone drew.
 •     If needed, show a quick example. Draw a person and next to the head write out a few responses to the 
        question, "Do you feel like your ideas count at Camp Fire?" 
6.     Ask the following questions and allow time after each one for participants to think and put their answers on 
         the paper. Encourage participants to write more than "yes" or "no." They can draw a picture, write out a story 
         of a time they experienced what you are asking about, or write a few feelings associated with the question you 
         asked. Make sure to repeat the questions so everyone can hear. 
 •     Head: Do you feel like your ideas count at Camp Fire? 
 •     Mouth: Do you feel comfortable voicing your opinion and feelings at Camp Fire?
 •     Heart: At Camp Fire, have you had a chance to explore things that you are really interested in or love to
        do?
 •     Hands: Do you have opportunities at Camp Fire to help people?
 •     Feet: Do adults in Camp Fire help you break down your dreams and goals into smaller steps?
7.     Once everyone is finished, collect the papers. Thank youth for participating and explain how their responses 
         will be incorporated into the program to improve youth experiences.
8.     Finish by asking what youth liked about this activity, and what they think could be done differently. 

After
9.     Review youth responses. First, look at all the responses together. Is there anything that jumps out at 
         you? Then, reread the questions you asked and observe each section. Are there any main themes you notice? 
10.   Debrief with other staff members. Present the themes that were identified and discuss what the key insights 
         may be in relation to the core Camp Fire youth experiences. What did you learn based on what you saw? What 
         does this mean for your program?
11.   Make a plan for how staff can implement findings into the program. Decide if and when you should conduct a 
         follow up pulse check. 
12.   Share the themes and information with the young people who participated! This is an important step to 
         ensuring youth feel heard and valued.

1.     Plan for about 15 minutes of your program to be allocated to conducting a Think Say Feel Do activity.
2.     Have enough paper and something to write with ready for each participant.
3.     Review the questions you will be asking. 



LISTENING
SESSION

Listening Sessions ask open-ended questions that partici-
pants answer in a setting similar to a focus group. Listen-
ing Sessions give youth a safe space to express excite-
ment, voice concerns, and make recommendations.

Mater ials
•     3 - 6 pulse check questions
•     30-40 minutes of time (30 min for young groups)
•     A quiet, private space with comfortable seating (if 
       possible, let youth choose where to have the listening 
       session)
•     Blank paper and something to write with (enough for 
       each participant)
•     Refreshments (water, snacks, etc.)
•     Fidget toys (Play-Doh, Slinkies, Legos, etc.)
•     Optional: Flip chart or poster board

Before
1.     Identify two adult facilitators: one to ask questions and guide conversation, the other to take notes. 
 •     When asking questions:
  •     Make them factual to avoid leading participants. Avoid questions like, “Do you 
         remember that awesome activity…”  or questions that can be answered “yes” and “no.”  
  •     Listen for vague or inconsistent comments and ask follow-up questions to ensure clarity.
  •     Instead of asking “Why?” which can feel accusatory and put members on the spot, ask 
         follow-up questions to the group, such as, “Can anyone tell me more about that?”
 •     When taking notes:
  •     Take notes that are factual and objective  
  •     Focus on the interactions and conversations between participants and with the facilitator
  •     Write down direct quotes from youth
  •     Avoid adding your opinions to the notes or making assumptions
2.     Select a group of young people to attend the session (typically no more than 10 or 12). Make sure 
         participants represent the diversity of your program and that you recruit from different peer groups. 
3.     If possible, ask the youth to select the comfortable, private space where the listening session will 
         happen. 
4.     Set up refreshments and fidget toys like Play-Doh, Slinkies and Legos, which can help members stay 
         focused on the dialogue while keeping their hands busy. 
5.     Optional: Set up a flip chart for youth to add main ideas throughout the session. Seeing their ideas on 
         paper and getting up and writing can help youth stay engaged in the activity.



During
6.     Greet everyone as they enter the session. 
7.     Explain the purpose of Listening Session and that there are no right or wrong answers. Describe how it 
         will help make the program a better place and thank your participants for coming and sharing their 
         perspectives. 
8.     Clearly explain what the facilitator will and will not do. 
 •     “I will not judge or react to your answers. I am here to listen and learn.” 
 •     “Sometimes I will ask a follow-up question or ask some of you to add your perspective. If I do, 
        it’s only so I can better understand your experiences. If you don’t feel comfortable answering, 
        you can say ‘pass.’”
9.     Establish group norms for communication.
 •     Use “I” statements when talking about personal experiences
 •     Everyone does not need to agree on everything
 •     Listen to understand
 •     Support each other
 •     Treat each other with dignity and respect
 •     “Pass” rule. If someone is uncomfortable, they can pass on a question or topic.
10.    Start with a short icebreaker, energizer, or community-building activity. 
11.    Transition into the listening session by asking participants a general question, which will get them 
          talking. (Ex: Do you enjoy coming to Camp Fire?; Do you have a good time in this program? Tell me 
          more about that.)
12.    Ask the questions you prepared and be ready to listen closely. It is important to wait for responses 
         and to engage all members of the group in the conversation. Don’t be surprised if there are periods of 
         silence, especially as you begin. Silence can be good, especially for more introverted thinkers.
13.   Check in periodically to make sure everyone is communicating with and understanding each other. 
         Use periodic check-ins as a pause to take breaks if needed.
14.   As you ask more questions, and let the young people guide the discussion, they will begin to respond 
         to each other and share their experiences. As long as the session stays respectful and everyone gets a 
         chance to speak, allow youth to direct conversation. That’s the goal!
15.   Make sure the notetaker is taking notes throughout the entire session and recording direct quotes 
         that reflect what young people say.



After
20.  Shortly after the listening session, the notetaker and facilitator should review their notes and 
         summarize them in a document that can be shared with other staff. Include direct quotes and make 
         sure to stay factual instead of adding your own opinions.
21.  Review the notes and identify themes. That is, items that came up often or were important to the 
        group. There are often key points for each question asked; note any differences in opinion for 
        particular topics. Consider also what was not said, especially themes that were expected to emerge
        and did not.
22.  If possible, organize the main themes under the core Camp Fire youth experiences. 
23.  Debrief with other staff members. Present the themes that were identified and discuss what the key 
        insights may be in relation to the core Camp Fire youth experiences. What did you learn based on what 
        you heard? What does this mean for your program?
24.  Make a plan for how staff can implement findings from the listening session in the program. Decide
         if and when you should conduct a follow-up Listening Session. 
25.  Share the themes and information with the young people who participated! This is an important step 
        to ensuring youth feel heard and valued. 

Reflection: Have everyone think about how the session went. Pass out a clean 
sheet of paper to each person and make sure everyone has something to write 
with. Have them write a plus sign (+) and a delta (Δ) at the top of the paper. Under 
the plus sign, have the youth write down a few things that went well during the 
listening session. Under the triangle, have participants write things that could be 
changed about the listening session. Collect the papers.

Have the notetaker summarize what they think they heard during the session and 
ask if the group agrees. 

Close by thanking everyone for participating and explain how you will use this 
information to make program improvements. 

Once all participants have left the Listening Session area, the notetaker and 
facilitator should debrief by reviewing all the plus comments that participants 
turned in, followed by the delta comments about what could be changed.

Reflection

•

•

•

•



This activity is a fun way to have youth translate their experiences 
into concrete images/words. It uses interactive, visual data 
collection to create a design that tells your program’s story. Making 
Word Webs encourages teamwork and brainstorming.

Mater ials
•     Focus words (see below for explanation)
•     30 minutes
•     Big sheets of paper
•     A bunch of markers (or something to write with) in 
       three distinct colors

Plan for about 30 minutes of your program to be allocated to 
doing the Word Web activity, or set aside a different time for 

a Word Webs session with youth from your program. 
Pick or create a few focus words (or phrases) related to 

one core Camp Fire youth experience that you are inter-
ested in learning more about in your program. 

Review the description of the core Camp Fire youth 
experience you chose to evaluate, along with the 

focus words.
Review the three main questions that you will ask 

youth during the session. (see #17 under 
DURING)
Select which color of marker will go with which 
question. This will help you compare responses 
to  the questions you asked once the session is 
over. 
Spread out large pieces of paper in the 
program space, each with a focus word (or 
phrase) written clearly in the middle. 
Put the three colors of markers (or other 
writing tool) at each piece of paper. Make 
sure there are enough sets of markers for 
each participant.
Write “Camp Fire” (or the name of the 
program, whichever youth will be more 
familiar with) on a large sheet of paper and 
put it up so everyone can see it as they 
enter the space. 

 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Focus words are main ideas or concepts 
you would like to know more about in 
relation to your program. For instance, 
if you wanted to know how youth feel 
about peer-to-peer engagement, you 
may use “Collaboration” as your focus 
word or “Teamwork”. Create your own 
focus words to collect meaningful 
information on what you would like to 
learn or choose from the examples 
below: 

•     “Hands-on Learning”
•     “Service Projects”
•     “Caring for the Environment”
•     “Community Projects”
•     “Learning New Things”
•     "Inclusion”
•     “Accessibility”
•     “Equity”
•     “Belonging” 
•     “Identity” 
•     “Support”
•     “Trust”
•     “Encouragement”
•     “Leadership”
•     “Decision Making”

•     “Purpose”
•     “Trying New Things”
•     “Skills and Talents”
•     “Collaboration”
•     “Communication”
•     “Teamwork”
•     “Respect for Others”
•     “Building Friendships”
•     “Setting Goals”
•     “Planning”
•     “Problem-solving”
•     “Reflection”
•     “Growth Mindset”
•     “Interests”
•     “Passions”

Focus
  Words

BeforeFocus
  Words

MAKING
A
WORD
WEB

•     Experiential learning in, for, or about the community or  outdoors 
•     Diverse, equitable  environments that are inclusive of all young people 
•     Adults who prioritize youth 
•     Spark discovery  (interest exploration) 
•     Peer-to-peer engagement 
•     Goal management

Youth Experiences

5.

6.

7.

8.



9.     Explain that to participants they will have an opportunity to share their experiences in the 
          program through drawing, coloring, and writing. Say that there are no right or wrong answers. 
          Describe how it will help make the program a better place and thank youth for sharing their 
          perspectives.  
10.   Clearly explain the expectations around the activity, both for youth and for you as the facilitator. 
         Say, “I will be asking some questions about your experience in this program. There are no right or 
         wrong answers, and I will not judge or react to what you say. This is a learning process that will 
         help us understand your experiences in Camp Fire.”
11.   Do a quick icebreaker or energizer to get everyone warmed up and ready. 
12.   Then, begin by pointing to the paper that has “Camp Fire” or the program name written on it. (This   
         will be the introductory activity to show everyone what they will be doing in their small groups 
         later in the session.)
13.   Say, “Can everyone see what is written on this piece of paper? We are going to create what’s called  
         a Word Web. We will do this as a group. I am going to ask a few questions and write down your 
         responses on the paper. At the end, we will have made a gigantic web of colors and words. Ready?”
14.   Once everyone understands the concept, begin by asking, “How would you explain or describe    
         Camp Fire to someone else?” Once the first person responds, draw a line coming from the focus 
         word out to the response that you wrote down. Continue writing and connecting responses in a 
         similar way as youth answer the question (creating a large web of responses). Then, switch the 
         color you are using to write and ask, “What do you like to do here?”, “Tell me more about that.” 
         Continue drawing lines to connect responses.
15.   After you have a collection of responses, stop and show the web to the group. Highlight any 
         similar responses and themes and note how each color corresponds to a different question.
16.   Say, “Now it is your turn! We will split into groups around each of the large pieces of paper. I will 
         share a few questions that you will discuss with your group. After I share each question, everyone 
         should write their response on the paper and connect responses like we did here with the lines.” 
17.   Split youth into groups, limiting them to three to four people a group around each focus word. 
         Explain that you will ask three sets of questions. Tell them they will have two minutes to write 
         down responses after each question and discuss as a group. See if anyone has any questions. Ask 
         youth to pick up the writing tool in the color that was chosen for the first set of questions. Then 
         begin! 
 a.     Say, “Please explain what this word means to you personally. Are there any examples from  
           your life that you could use to define this word?  Write it down and discuss with your group
           if you feel comfortable doing so. Remember, with the first response you will need to draw a 
           line coming out from the main word in the middle. Then branch off your group responses 
           using lines. Make sure everyone has a chance to add a branch.” 
 b.     After two minutes, have youth pick up color #2 to write with. 
 c.     “What does this word mean to you at Camp Fire? How would you explain your experience in 
           Camp Fire using this word? Write it down and discuss with your group if you feel comforable 
                         doing so. You should branch from the main word in the middle, just like you did on the 

During

 d.    After two minutes, have youth pick up color #3 to write with.
 e.      “Now take a moment to reflect as a group. How can Camp Fire improve your experience in this 
          area? Is there something new you’d like to try at Camp Fire, now that you have reflected on your 
          own experience in this area? Write it down and discuss with your group if you feel comfortable 
          doing so. You should branch from the main word in the middle again.”
 f.      After two minutes, have the groups review their Word Web together and see if any themes 
          emerge.  
18.    Have everyone come back to the large group. Ask a few youth to share the connections they saw in 
          their group, the unique ideas conveyed, and the responses that stood out to them. 



Reflection: Have everyone think about how the session went. Pass out a clean 
sheet of paper to each  person and make sure everyone has something to write 
with. Have them write a plus sign (+) and a delta (Δ) at the top of the paper. 

Under the plus sign, have the youth write down a few things that went well 
during the listening session. Under the triangle, have participants write things 
that could be changed about the listening session. Collect the papers. 

Close by thanking everyone for coming and explain how you will use this infor-
mation to make program improvements.  

Once all participants have left the word web session area, debrief by reviewing 
the reflection activity papers that participants turned in. What went well? What 
could be changed next time?

14.  Review the Word Webs. To do this, reread the questions you asked the small groups and observe their 
         corresponding responses (they should be color coded). Do you see any general themes across all 
         groups? Then, look at how the youth connected their own ideas on the paper. Within each Word Web, 
         are there any themes that emerged? 
15.   Debrief with other staff members. Present the themes that were identified and discuss what the key 
         insights may be in relation to the core Camp Fire youth experiences. What did you learn based on what 
         you saw? What does this mean for your program?
16.  Make a plan for how staff can implement findings into the program. Decide if and when you should 
        conduct a follow up pulse check. 
17.  Share the themes and information with the young people who participated! This is an important step to 
        ensuring youth feel heard and valued.

After

Reflection
•

•

•

•
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PULSE CHECKquestions
CHOOSE YOUR

In this section you will find pulse check questions and program checklists organized by the 
six core Camp Fire experiences. You will select the core Camp Fire experience you would like 
to assess (you can pick more than one depending on the pulse check method you choose) 
and select the questions that seem most relevant.

After you have conducted pulse checks, review your data by comparing it to the Let’s Go 
Checklist associated with each of the core youth experience(s) you intended to assess. By 
comparing your data to the checklist, you can see which indicators your program meets and 
where you can improve. This process is intended to be a reflection on how youth are experi-
encing the program, not a performance evaluation. Remember to keep the following ques-
tions in mind while reviewing your data: 

 •     What is working really well in the program to create quality experiences for all 
        youth?
 •     What could be improved in the program to create quality experiences for all 
        youth?
 •     Do we need more clarification? If so, when and how should we conduct pulse 
        checks again?

The s ix  core  Camp Fire  experiences  we are  
evaluating are:

4.     Spark discovery (interest exploration) 
5.     Goal management 
6.     Diverse, equitable environments that  
         are inclusive of all young people

1.     Experiential learning in, for, or about the 
        community or outdoors
2.     Peer-to-peer engagement 
3.     Adults who prioritize youth 

as  a  remind er. . .



Exp e r i e n t i a l  Learning  In,  For,  or  About  
the Com m un i t y  or  O utdoors  1.

Youth benefit when Camp Fire programs use experiential learning to create a deeper 
sense of place and belonging in the program and/or the community. They encourage 
youth to think about self, others, and the natural world. 

Understand how youth engage in experiential learning within your program using the 
following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Does at least one adult at Camp Fire connect you with people, places, and things that broaden your 
        world?
•     At Camp Fire, do you get to talk about things that you have learned? 
•     At Camp Fire, do you get to describe what you’ve learned using your own words and ideas? 
•     Do you get to learn about nature at Camp Fire? Community? State? World?
•     Do you have opportunities to help your community through Camp Fire?
•     Are there things you have learned at Camp Fire that you will take home to share? (younger) Are 
       there things you have learned at here that you will use outside of Camp Fire—like at home, at school, 
       with friends, teachers? (older)
•     Through Camp Fire, have you learned things about yourself? About other people (in the group)?
•     Do you get to use your brains and muscles at Camp Fire? (younger) Do you get to engage both mentally 
       and physically in activities? (older)
•     Do you get a chance to think about and say the things you are good at and the things you want to do 
       better?

Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

Adults engage youth in guided practice using materials or ideas that promote higher order thinking 
such as creating, analyzing, reforming. 

Adults ask open-ended questions and allow space for processing, debriefing, and self-reflection on 
what was learned from activities. 

Youth are given the opportunity to reflect on what they have learned and how it transfers to their life 
outside of the program.

Program uses nature and/or community service to help youth learn something about themselves 
and others.



D iver s e ,  E qui table  Environments  That  
Are  In c l us i v e  of  A l l  Young  Peop le  2.

Youth benefit when Camp Fire programs encourage youth to bring their “whole selves” 
to each activity. Camp Fire Staff place youths’ interests, backgrounds, experiences, 
cultures, and multiple identities at the core of the work, to ignite curiosity and action. 

Understand how youth experience a sense of belonging in your program using the 
following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Do you feel like your ideas count at Camp Fire?
•     Do you feel you belong at Camp Fire?
•     Do you feel your family and your community (parents, siblings, grandparents, guardians, friends) are 
        welcome at Camp Fire?
•     Do other young people listen to what you have to say at Camp Fire?
•     At Camp Fire, do you get a chance to learn about other people and the things they care about?
•     Does Camp Fire have rules for how people are supposed to treat each other?
•     Do people at Camp Fire follow the rules on how we are supposed to treat other people here? 
•     Do adults in Camp Fire celebrate everyone’s differences? Do you feel accepted and celebrated for who 
        you are? 
•     Do adults in Camp Fire treat all people fairly?
•     Do you feel respected by adults in Camp Fire? (younger) Do Camp Fire adults respect you, your 
        experiences, and background? (older)
•     Since being in Camp Fire, have you participated in activities and experiences to explore your identities 
       (who you are)?
•     Since being in Camp Fire, have you participated in activities and experiences to explore other people’s 
       identities (who they are)?
•     At Camp Fire, do you get to share about your culture and life experiences? Learn about other people’s 
       culture and life experiences?
•     Do adults at Camp Fire or other kids help you when you need it? (younger) Do you feel you get the 
        support you need by staff and other participants to be successful at Camp Fire?  (older)
•     Is there bullying at Camp Fire? 
•     Do people call each other names based on identities (who you are) here at Camp Fire? 



Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

The program has an anti-bullying and anti-discrimination policy, and staff communicate that policy 
to youth. The program space is an inclusive climate and visual environment.

Youth bring their own knowledge and outside resources to the program to provide diverse tools, 
strategies, and role models.

There is active outreach to and substantive involvement of parents/families in varied aspects of the 
program.

Through Camp Fire, youth have opportunities to go to other communities to experience diverse 
cultures and meet people whose identities and backgrounds are different from their own.

The background and identities of staff and volunteers are diverse and reflect those of the youth and 
community. Staff and volunteers have cultural knowledge, highlight differences and celebrate them, 
rather than ignoring race and diversity. 

Activities highlight various cultures and experiences, offer diverse presenters, and build knowledge 
of the multicultural community. There are extracurricular activities available to enrich the program 
and provide multicultural experiences.

Adults model inclusive behavior and promote open dialogue with youth about diversity, access, and 
inclusion.

The program uses a wide variety of instructional strategies to suit different learning styles and 
backgrounds. The physical environment is barrier-free to provide access to youth with disabilities. 

Activities are adapted to allow participation by youth with varying physical, intellectual, and social 
abilities. Adaptions are thought of in advance, so programs are designed from the beginning to 
include young people of all abilities. 

Staff-to-youth ratios are increased to support youth who may need additional assistance. 



Adul ts  W ho  P r ior i t ize  Youth 

3. Youth benefit when Camp Fire programs are facilitated by adults who prioritize youth. 
It is important for staff to build positive relationships with youth, set high expectations 
for them, ask them about their passions and life experiences and invite them to bring 
these into the program, and engage in meaningful decision-making. 

Understand how youth experience these types of relationships in your program using 
the following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Do you feel adults in Camp Fire care about you?
•     Do adults in Camp Fire try to get to know your name, interests, and hobbies?
•     Do Camp Fire staff really listen to what you have to say? 
•     Do you feel at least one adult at Camp Fire listens to your opinions and ideas?
•     Do adults in Camp Fire pay attention to what’s going on in your life?
•     Do you get to help make decisions at Camp Fire?
•     Do you get to choose what you want to do at Camp Fire? 
•     Do adults in Camp Fire ask what you want to learn about?
•     Do you feel you can talk to adults in Camp Fire when you have a problem?
•     Do adults in Camp Fire clearly explain the rules and why those rules are set?
•     Do adults in Camp Fire accept mistakes?
•     At Camp Fire, do you get to solve problems in a variety of ways without adults telling you what do?
•     Do you feel emotionally safe at Camp Fire?
•     Do you feel physically safe at Camp Fire?

Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

Staff, volunteers, and youth spend a considerable amount of time getting to know one another’s names, interests, and personal-
ities at the beginning and throughout the program. 

Adults structure activities to promote the development and exercise of leadership skills among all youth participants.

Adults model having a growth mindset and effectively responding to challenges and failures.

Adults share control of most activities with youth, providing guidance and facilitation while retaining overall responsibility (e.g., 
staff uses youth leaders, semiautonomous small groups or individually guided activities).

Adults are accessible and interested in youths’ lives but maintain appropriate boundaries. 

Adults provide an explanation or reason for every behavioral expectation, guideline, or direction given to youth. 

Adults encourage youth to examine the relationship between their actions and consequences to help resolve conflicts and 
negative behavior.



Spar k  Di sc ov ery

4. Youth benefit when Camp Fire programs create opportunities for spark discovery 
(interest exploration). Who youth become and what they do with their lives is influ-
enced by the interests, activities, and ideas they are or aren’t exposed to. Youth devel-
opment programs provide opportunities for youth to explore potential interests, try 
new things, broaden their horizons, and take risks in a safe space – all practices that 
have been shown to promote social and emotional learning. 

Understand how youth have opportunities to explore their interests in your program 
using the following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Do you get to try new things at Camp Fire?
•     At Camp Fire, have you had a chance to explore things that you are really interested in?
•     At Camp Fire, do have opportunities to get better at the things you like to do? 
•     Do adults in Camp Fire ask about what you like to do?
•     Do you have opportunities to lead in your Camp Fire program (such as planning a reflection, leading an 
        activity, mentoring a younger participant, etc.)?
•     At Camp Fire, do you have a chance to develop your own talents and skills?
•     At Camp Fire, have you learned more about your own strengths through activities?
•     At Camp Fire, are the activities things that most kids in the program like to do? 

Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

Youth are given opportunities to discover, explore, develop, and demonstrate their Sparks.

Adults make an effort to point out when youth “light up” with joy/energy.

Youth are encouraged to explore their interests and passions, as well as expose them to new experiences 
that may spark new interests. 

All youth have a chance to lead (e.g., teach others, lead a discussion, song project, event, outing or other 
activity). 

Adults use questioning and encouraging comments to help youth discover the answer to a problem or to 
guide them in their learning initiatives.



Peer-to -Pee r  Eng ag ement  

5. Each participant in a youth development program brings a unique perspective, driven 
by their own life experience, strengths, and ideas. Research has illustrated that 
supporting youth to work with their peers to develop projects can promote important 
SEL skills. Staff should promote teamwork, group cohesion, and problem solving, 
encouraging youth to work with and learn about different types of youth with various 
backgrounds and perspectives.

Understand how youth experience and engage in peer-to-peer learning in your 
program using the following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Does everyone in Camp Fire treat you kindly?
•     Do Camp Fire youth try to make new participants feel welcome?
•     Do you have opportunities to work in groups with others to reach a common goal?
•     Do you have opportunities to solve problems with others?
•     Do you feel comfortable voicing your opinion and feelings in a group?
•     Do you have opportunities at Camp Fire to think about how you can help the people around you?
•     Do you have friends at Camp Fire you can talk to if you have a problem?
•     Do you believe your own strengths, interests, and skills make you an important part of the group?
•     Do you have opportunities to lead in your Camp Fire program (such as planning a reflection, leading an 
        activity, mentoring a younger participant, etc.)?
•     At Camp Fire, do you engage in activities that help you get to know the other kids better? 
        (teambuilding, icebreakers, check-ins)
•     Do adults in Camp Fire help you work through disagreements/conflicts with other kids?

Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

Youth feel welcomed by peers and adults into the group.

Youth have the opportunity to mentor, lead, or coach other youth in an activity. 

Youth may also lead by having interdependent roles in an activity (e.g., data collector, record keeper, timer, 
online researcher, writer). 

Youth are given opportunities to work cooperatively as a team or group. 

Youth are encouraged to bring their own strengths, interests, and skills in the program to share with 
others.

Staff provide opportunities for all youth (group or individual) to work toward a shared goal (e.g., each 
youth contributes a section of a story, youth build a catapult together).



Goal  M a n a gement  & Reflect ion

6. Youth programs are uniquely positioned to teach youth strategies that can help them 
turn their dreams into reality. As youth work on a project, they set and manage goals, 
break down big goals into smaller tasks and steps, and they reflect on their challenges 
and success, adjusting goals as necessary.

Understand how youth learn strategies for goal management and reflection in your 
program using the following pulse check questions:

pulse check questions
•     Do adults in Camp Fire ask about and know your dreams and goals? 
•     Do adults in Camp Fire encourage you to achieve your dreams and goals?
•     Do you feel at least one adult in Camp Fire believes that you will achieve your dreams and goals?
•     At Camp Fire, do you have the chance to make plans for achieving your dreams and goals?
•     Do you keep pursuing your dreams and goals even when things get tough or a problem is hard to solve?
•     At Camp Fire, do you have opportunities for reflection?
•     Do adults at Camp Fire notice and tell you when you do something helpful, kind, or important? 
•     Do you feel comfortable making mistakes or messing up at Camp Fire?
•     Do you feel supported by adutls at Camp Fire?

Le t ’s  Go C heck l ist
Use this checklist to see how many indicators your program meets: 

Adults notice youth accomplishments, effort, and contributions. 

Adults assist youth in breaking down larger goals into manageable steps. 

Adults regularly check in with youth regarding goals/commitments/plans and guide them through hard 
situations they may encounter while working towards goals or tasks.

Adults engage all youth in intentional reflection as a process of goal management.



TIPS FOR success
Focus on Learning

Clearly explain to staff that this is all about learning and improving experiences for young people. 
This is not a performance evaluation. 

Continuous Improvement
In order to continuously improve, you must review data regularly and reassess when necessary. 

Discussing the information you gather should be a recurring part of your staff meetings. Here are a 
few guiding questions to use when reviewing the pulse check information:

If findings are surprising or unclear, stop and consider how you can dig deeper. Does one youth 
experience seem to reveal negative feedback, but you don’t see it reflected in day-to-day interac-

tions between youth or in other program data (PQA, Youth Outcome Surveys, etc.)? 
Set up a listening session and ask young people their perspective. 

Be  Consistent
Collecting data may require a few tries before you figure out what works for your program. Staying 

consistent is the key to success:

Timing. You should try to stay as consistent as possible on when (during the day/during the 
week)  and where you conduct pulse checks. 
Cadence. Ask questions on a regular schedule such as weekly, biweekly, etc.
Approach. Maintain the same style when you ask questions. For example: Polls can be specific 
(Did you have fun at Camp Fire today?) or general (Do you have fun at Camp Fire?). If a question 
is asked two different ways, you cannot confidently compare responses.
Method. It may take some time to find the best method to gather information from your young 
people, especially depending on your participants’ age and their prior experience with provid-
ing feedback.  Take some time to think about which method works for your purposes (i.e. exit 
polls, word webs, listening sessions, reflections after activities, etc.) Once you find a pulse 
check format that works with your program, stick with it! 

•     What is working really well in the program to create quality youth experiences?
•     What could be improved in the program to create quality youth experiences?
•     Do we need more clarification? If so, when and how should we conduct pulse checks again?

•

•
•

•



Share Findings with Parents
Share the data during parent and guardian meetings or through a take-home flyer. Present the findings 

along with plans for action and improvement. This will help them understand your commitment to creating 
quality experiences for all youth and show them how much you value young people’s input.

TIPS FOR success
continued.. .

Share Findings with Youth
After conducting pulse checks and reviewing the data with your team, share your findings with the youth you 

serve. Explain that you want to make this program something they love. Review the data as a group (be sure to 
deidentify information, and don’t single out responses from the group if they can be easily traced to one 
person). Keep messages simple and avoid technical language.  Some ideas for sharing data with youth:

Schedule program time to discuss the data.
Create visuals like colorful charts or pies as a fun, clear way to 
share data with younger kids.
Turn the data into a program activity (ex: have youth create a 
large tree and add quotes or main ideas from the findings as the 
branches/leaves, show you how to count yes/no answers and 
create a graph.
Create a take-home flyer that summarizes the data to share 
with youth and their families.
Post results on a bulletin board and update it every time you 
conduct pulse checks so youth can see changes over time.

•
•

•

•

•


