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About This Report

The National Guard Youth Challenge (ChalleNGe) Program is a residential, 
quasi-military program for youth ages 16 to 18 who are experiencing diffi-
culty in traditional high school. Established in 1993, the program, which has 
40 sites across the United States, is a community-based program that leads, 
trains, and mentors youth so that they may become productive citizens. The 
Post-Residential Action Plan (P-RAP) is a process used by ChalleNGe to 
assist at-risk youth with identifying placement goals for the post-residential 
phase and developing a plan to achieve these goals. The implementation and 
utility of the P-RAP process across sites has not been examined. The pur-
pose of this project was to examine the various approaches to using P-RAP 
across ChalleNGe sites, draw insights from the literature on best or promis-
ing practices for goal-setting in adolescence, and provide recommendations 
on the use of the P-RAP in the ChalleNGe Program.

This report will be of interest to ChalleNGe Program staff and to per-
sonnel providing oversight for the program, and more broadly, to practitio-
ners, educators, and policymakers concerned with designing effective pro-
grams for at-risk youth.

RAND National Security Research Division

The research reported here was completed in June 2021 and underwent 
security review with the sponsor and the Defense Office of Prepublication 
and Security Review before public release.

This research was sponsored by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs and conducted within the Forces 
and Resources Policy Center of the RAND National Security Research 
Division (NSRD), which operates the National Defense Research Institute 
(NDRI), a federally funded research and development center sponsored by 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Staff, the Unified Combat-
ant Commands, the Navy, the Marine Corps, the defense agencies, and the 
defense intelligence enterprise.
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Summary

The National Guard Youth Challenge (ChalleNGe) Program is a residen-
tial, quasi-military program for young people who are experiencing dif-
ficulty in traditional high school. The ChalleNGe Program emphasizes 
eight core components: academic excellence, health and hygiene, job skills, 
leadership and followership, life-coping skills, physical fitness, responsible 
citizenship, and service to community. The program’s stated mission is to 
“intervene in and reclaim the lives of 16–18-year-old high school drop-
outs, producing program graduates with the values, life skills, education, 
and self-discipline necessary to succeed as productive citizens” (National 
Guard Youth  ChalleNGe, 2015, p. 2). The program consists of a 5.5-month 
residential phase followed by a 12-month post-residential phase. As of early 
2020, there are 40 ChalleNGe sites in 29 states, the District of Columbia, 
and Puerto Rico. 

Given the emphasis on producing long-term change in the lives of young 
people, the program’s focus on goal-setting is not surprising. To assist par-
ticipants (cadets) as they make plans and set goals, all ChalleNGe sites have 
cadets develop a Post-Residential Action Plan (P-RAP). The P-RAP is a pro-
cess in which cadets identify short-, medium-, and long-term goals, typi-
cally related to post-residential placement, and the steps required to meet 
each goal. The implementation and utility of the P-RAP process across sites 
has not been examined.

Study Objectives and Approach

The purpose of this project was to examine the approaches to using the 
P-RAP across ChalleNGe sites, draw insights from the literature on best 
or promising practices for goal-setting in adolescence, and provide recom-
mendations on the use of the P-RAP in the ChalleNGe Program. We used 
three main methods to achieve our aims: literature review, examination 
of the P-RAP template, and interviews with staff at select sites to discuss 
implementation of the P-RAP. Review of templates and interviews were con-
ducted during site visits in 2017–2018. 
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Key Findings

In line with the literature highlighting the importance of goal-setting to 
help adolescents—particularly those at risk for academic, social, or behav-
ioral problems—and to establish a pathway to independence and success in 
adulthood, the P-RAP process offers a way to support cadets in the identifi-
cation and attainment of placement goals. Many aspects of the P-RAP pro-
cess are well-grounded in goal-setting and adolescent development theory. 
There is empirical evidence that the process is well-designed to assist youth 
in identifying highly personalized goals and developing action-oriented 
plans to assist young people in achieving their goals and successfully tran-
sitioning to adult roles. 

However, there is considerable variation in implementation of the 
P-RAP process across sites. Indeed, some sites appear to follow the promis-
ing practices set out in the literature, such as ensuring adequate exploration 
of potential goals and formulating goals that are both specific and attain-
able. Other sites appear to view the P-RAP process as less central to eventual 
success. Fortunately, the literature on goal-setting offers specific findings 
and recommendations that can assist ChalleNGe sites to further integrate 
the P-RAP process into their overall program. 

Recommendations

Recognizing the need to allow for flexibility in the implementation of the 
P-RAP process across sites because of staff capacity and cadet needs, we 
recommend a small number of fundamental practices that should be fol-
lowed with as much consistency as possible: (1) encourage deep and con-
sistent use of the P-RAP across the components of ChalleNGe, (2) ensure 
adequate exploration and experiences to help cadets identify meaningful 
goals, (3) help cadets outline goals that are specific, challenging, and attain-
able, and (4) incorporate goals that are oriented toward learning specific 
skills. Moving toward a more standardized approach to the P-RAP process 
has the potential to strengthen the program and thus better prepare partici-
pants for long-term success.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction

Background 

Goal-setting, or the process of establishing clear and usable targets for learn-
ing, is linked to academic achievement; prosocial behaviors and fewer behav-
ioral problems; and workforce readiness (e.g., Bruhn et al., 2016; Moeller, 
Theiler, and Wu, 2012; Schippers, Scheepers, and Peterson, 2015; Clements 
and Kamau, 2018). In turn, goal-setting is a process central to youths’ suc-
cessful transition from adolescence to adulthood. For many young people, 
goal-setting is a normal part of development, and they receive considerable 
support and guidance from parents, high school counselors, and teachers 
regarding education and career-related goals. But for economically disad-
vantaged youth, goal-setting might be more challenging for a variety of rea-
sons (e.g., chronic stress within the home or community, fewer models of 
success in the social environment, limited availability for key adults to pro-
vide support) (Evans and Kim, 2013; Phillips and Pittman, 2003). Although 
a multitude of factors affect academic and career success, youth who strug-
gle with setting goals might be more likely to demonstrate poorer academic 
performance, struggle with high school completion, and experience under- 
or unemployment (Engle and Black, 2008; Farley and Kim-Spoon, 2018). 

The National Guard Youth Challenge (ChalleNGe) Program is a quasi-
military program for at-risk youth ages 16 to 18 who either have dropped 
out or are at risk of dropping out of school; many are also exhibiting behav-
ioral problems (Constant et al., 2019). The program consists of a 5.5-month 
residential phase followed by a 12-month post-residential phase. During 
the 5.5-month residential phase, cadets are fully immersed in a military-
type training environment. The program emphasizes structured class-
room work, discipline, and consistency with a focus on developing social, 
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emotional, academic, and basic life skills. This is accomplished through 
the implementation of the eight core components (academic excellence, 
health and hygiene, job skills, leadership and followership, life-coping 
skills, physical fitness, responsible citizenship, and service to community). 
Cadets complete the residential phase with the skills and values necessary 
for their successful transition and integration into adult society. Follow-
ing the residential phase, cadets transition to the 12-month post-residential 
phase where they leave the academy and return to their communities. After 
completing  ChalleNGe, graduates may return to high school, pursue higher 
education, find a job, or join the military; taking part in any combination 
of these for at least 25 hours per week is referred to as a placement. Some 
graduates pursue volunteer opportunities in their home communities while 
searching for other opportunities. The goal of this phase is for graduates to 
sustain and build on the gains made during the residential phase, and to 
apply the new skills they have learned to their home environment. In addi-
tion, they must continue to develop and implement their life plans.

One of the key processes of the ChalleNGe Program is goal-setting. To 
support goal-setting, all ChalleNGe Programs use a process called the 
Post-Residential Action Plan (or P-RAP). Although implementation of the 
P-RAP varies across different ChalleNGe sites, broadly this process involves 
cadets documenting their short-, medium-, and long-term career goals, and 
delineating the steps required to meet these goals (Appendix A contains an 
example of a P-RAP template from the Wisconsin program). Based on the 
existing literature around goal-setting, the P-RAP process has great poten-
tial to positively influence ChalleNGe cadets’ trajectories following partici-
pation in the program. Yet, little has been documented regarding the imple-
mentation of and experiences with the P-RAP process.

Aims of This Report

The objective of this report is to examine the various approaches to using 
the P-RAP across ChalleNGe sites, identify key challenges to implement-
ing the P-RAP, and draw insights from the literature on best practices for 
implementing goal-setting strategies in adolescents. This report is intended 
to inform and further bolster the ChalleNGe Programs’ efforts to maximize 
the effectiveness of the P-RAP across sites.
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Approach

We used three main methods to achieve our aims: literature review, exam-
ination of P-RAP documents, and review of data on implementation 
approaches for the P-RAP. Here, we describe each of these approaches.

Literature Review
To help identify insights from the literature on the factors integral to goal-
setting and the successful transition to adulthood in adolescents, we engaged 
in a narrative literature review focusing heavily on the role of goal-setting in 
adolescent success (academics, behavior, and employment), as well as contex-
tual factors that affect the potential success of goal-setting behaviors. To carry 
out the literature review, we conducted a narrative review, including targeted 
keyword searches (e.g., goal-setting, identity development, possible selves, self-
concept, adolescent/adolescence, youth, academic, career, and at-risk) of the 
PsycInfo, PubMed, and Google Scholar databases, focusing on meta-analyses 
and systematic literature reviews from 2010 and onward. Starting with this 
literature, we then reviewed the reference sections to capture any additional 
seminal studies originally missed by our searches. Given the history of work 
in the area of goal-setting, we included seminal research studies from dates 
prior to 2010. Findings from our review are highlighted in Chapter Two.

We categorized the findings under three topic areas: (1) role of the self-
concept in behavioral self-regulation, (2) role of the self-concept in goal-
setting, and (3) role of the self-concept in identity development.

Examination of P-RAP Templates from Select 
ChalleNGe Sites
Second, we examined P-RAP templates across 15 ChalleNGe sites. We 
requested that sites provide a blank copy of their P-RAP template as part of 
the RAND Corporation’s site visits in 2017–2018. We received P-RAP tem-
plates from 11 sites (Hawaii, Idaho, Indiana, Kentucky, Montana, New Jersey, 
New Mexico, Oregon, Virginia, West Virginia, and Wyoming) via email 
in October 2018. We obtained an additional four P-RAP templates during 
visits to four sites (California, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin). These 
15 sites represent about 40 percent of all ChalleNGe sites. Given the size of 
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the sample, the results that describe variation in P-RAP templates and the 
process to using them might not capture all of the variation in the P-RAP 
process across all sites, although we believe that the overall findings from the 
literature apply to all sites. Appendix A contains a sample P-RAP template.

Meetings with Select ChalleNGe Sites About Current 
P-RAP Practices 
Third, we drew information on implementation approaches from summary 
data collected from approximately 30 site visits in 2017–2018 and from 
additional, focused site visits to discuss the P-RAP with ChalleNGe staff 
at four sites (Wisconsin, December 2018; Michigan, December 2018; Cali-
fornia, September 2019; and Illinois, March 2018).1 In our visits to Chal-
leNGe sites, we focused on how the sites use the P-RAP and the extent to 
which approaches to implementation of the P-RAP vary. The 30 initial site 
visits generally included discussions with eight to ten individual staff mem-
bers. The protocol included a few questions about how the sites used the 
P-RAP and the extent to which sites found the document helpful; research-
ers recorded responses to these questions for each site. Researchers also 
collected examples of the P-RAP from programs; this allowed the research 
team to see how the form had been modified at each site. The four addi-
tional, focused site visits included more-detailed discussions of how the 
sites used or implemented the P-RAP and the extent to which the P-RAP 
was integrated into their broader curriculum. The information from the site 
visits was analyzed with a goal of identifying broad themes that appeared 
at multiple sites. Because of the quasi-structured nature of the protocol and 
the relatively small number of observations, the information from the site 
visits was not analyzed with a more systematic process to identifying quali-
tative themes (e.g., using analytic software, such as InVivo). Appendix B 
includes relevant information from the protocols.

1 These site visits were carried out as part of a larger project. Before beginning our 
work, we applied for and received appropriate permissions from RAND’s Human Sub-
jects Protection Committee; we also applied for and received concurrence from the 
Department of Defense’s review system. RAND’s Human Subjects Protection Commit-
tee determined that the discussions with program staff were properly categorized as 
“not research.”
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CHAPTER TWO 

Goal-Setting During Adolescence: 
Insights from the Literature

The successful transition to adulthood is contingent on an individual’s 
ability to regulate their behavior and set meaningful goals. Broadly, goal-
setting is the process of establishing clear and usable targets, or objectives, 
for learning. Although goal-setting is applicable well beyond the period of 
adolescence (e.g., much of the goal-setting literature focuses on adulthood 
and organizational and workforce success; Latham and Locke, 2007; Seijts 
and Latham, 2011), the aim of this chapter is to highlight the centrality of 
goal-setting to the developmental tasks of adolescence. In this chapter, we 
describe the results of our literature review, which focused on the factors 
integral to goal-setting and the successful transition from adolescence to 
adulthood. The results are organized into three sections, which focus on 
the role of goal-setting during adolescence, characteristics of effective goal-
setting, and supports and strategies to promote goal-setting in adolescence. 

Goal-Setting and Self-Concept During 
Adolescence

The transition from adolescence to adulthood is fraught with challenges 
as young people strive to determine who they are and who they want to 
be. Identity development is one of the major life tasks of adolescence (Erik-
son, 1968), and key developmental milestones include important decisions 
about education, employment, residential independence, and intimate rela-
tionships. During the process of identity development, adolescents explore 
options and make commitments (or set goals) in a variety of life domains, 
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such as vocation, religion, relational choices, gender roles, and so on. Ide-
ally, adolescents explore various opportunities prior to making commit-
ments, e.g., to a career, life partner, etc. Compared with adolescents from 
greater socioeconomic advantage, adolescents from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds typically engage in lower levels of exploration, perhaps 
because of fewer opportunities to explore and the internalization of nega-
tive messages about their potential from the social environment (Phillips 
and  Pittman, 2003). For instance, a study of racially and ethnically diverse 
eighth graders showed that economic hardship (i.e., the degree to which 
parents had difficulty paying bills and meeting basic needs) was negatively 
associated with adolescents’ commitment to a variety of normative goals 
related to family, friends, career, being a student, ethnicity, and religion 
(De Haan and  MacDermid, 1999). In addition to limited opportunities for 
exploration (Phillips and Pittman, 2003), youth from economically dis-
advantaged backgrounds might have fewer positive identities (e.g., friend, 
good son) and a higher number of negative identities influenced by social 
stigmas (e.g., bad student, thug) (Hihara, Sugimura, and Syed, 2018). This 
is important because positive identities are associated with positive mood 
and adaptive behavioral outcomes, whereas negative identities are associ-
ated with negative mood and maladaptive behavioral outcomes (Corte and 
Zucker, 2008; Flouri and Panourgia, 2014; Gong, Chen, and Lee, 2020), 
which in turn increase risk for academic and social challenges for youth. 

Given the relatively poor experiences many cadets had in their previous 
high schools and the disadvantaged neighborhoods in which many of them 
lived (Wenger et al., forthcoming), risk for having few positive and many 
negative identities might be an obstacle for many youth in the ChalleNGe 
Program to overcome. Together, these findings underscore the importance 
of helping adolescents—particularly at-risk youth, such as those in the 
 ChalleNGe Program—establish and explore career and educational oppor-
tunities and develop clear goals with a plan to pursue them during this piv-
otal developmental period of adolescence. 

Goal-Setting and Success
In addition to being a central developmental task of identity formation, the 
process of goal-setting can positively affect students’ academic, social, and 
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career-related trajectories. Indeed, studies have shown that by helping stu-
dents develop clear and concise targets and asking students to generate and 
reflect on their goals, students are more likely to demonstrate academic suc-
cess as early as elementary school up through postsecondary education. For 
instance, based on a longitudinal study of 1,273 students in 21 classrooms 
using a Spanish-as-a-second-language program focused on student self-
assessment and goal-setting, researchers found students with greater goal-
setting practices (goal, action plan, or reflection scores) were more likely 
to demonstrate higher Spanish proficiency scores in reading, writing, or 
speaking (Moeller, Theiler, and Wu, 2012). In a quasi-experimental study of 
first-year college students participating in a brief, online intervention aimed 
at enhancing goal-directed conceptualization (703 students in intervention; 
896, 825, and 720 in a wait-listed group), researchers found support for the 
link between goal-setting and academic achievement (Schippers, Scheepers, 
and Peterson, 2015). Based on goal-setting theory (Austin and Vancouver, 
1996; Locke and Latham, 2002; Locke et al., 1994; Duckworth et al., 2013; 
Schunk, 1990), the intervention was designed to help students produce clear 
and specific goals, instead of more-general do your best goals, to avoid poten-
tial goal conflicts, and to encourage them to assess whether their goals were 
practical and attainable. Additionally, the intervention required students to 
make a mental comparison of the future and the present and to develop if-
then strategies for dealing with potential obstacles as a way to form plans for 
assessing and monitoring progress toward their goals. Results demonstrated 
that all groups (male vs. female, ethnic minority vs. majority) in the inter-
vention cohort performed significantly better than control cohorts. The 
increase in performance was largest for ethnic minority males, who earned 
44 percent more credits and demonstrated a 54 percent increase in retention 
rate (Schippers, Scheepers, and Peterson, 2015). These findings may be par-
ticularly relevant to the ChalleNGe Program because these demographics 
reflect a large percentage of the program’s cadets.

In addition to academic performance, research suggests a link between 
goal-setting and behavioral outcomes in youth. Youth at risk for social and 
behavioral problems often struggle with self-regulation (i.e., the ability to 
control one’s behavior, emotions, and thoughts in the pursuit of long-term 
goals), which in turn might affect their ability to appropriately engage with 
others and achieve academic success. To improve self-regulation skills, stu-
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dents at risk for such behavioral problems might benefit from being taught 
explicit self-regulation strategies such as goal-setting. Although goal-
setting has focused mostly on academic and life skills, behavioral goal-
setting has demonstrated promise as a strategy for establishing healthy 
developmental pathways for at-risk youth (Bruhn et al., 2016). Based on 
a systematic review of 39 peer-reviewed studies, researchers found goal-
setting to be a useful strategy in helping at-risk youth improve behavioral 
outcomes (Bruhn et al., 2016). Additionally, students were more likely to 
attain their goals when they were involved directly in setting those goals 
(Barbrack and Maher, 1984; Hill and Brown, 2013; Maher, 1981). These 
findings, consistent with goal-setting theory, emphasize the idea that when 
goals are self-set, people are more likely to commit to attaining those goals 
(Locke and Latham, 2002). Although most studies identified in the review 
focused on elementary populations (Bruhn et al., 2016), the utility of goal-
setting for adolescents more broadly still holds appeal for youth who have 
struggled with self-regulation challenges, as may be the case for many 
incoming ChalleNGe cadets.

Although there have been hundreds of studies supporting the goal-
setting framework (Latham and Locke, 2007; Seijts and Latham, 2011), few 
studies have evaluated its applicability to career-related outcomes in older 
adolescents or emerging adults. That said, recent studies demonstrate prom-
ise for goal-setting related to postsecondary and career-related outcomes. 
One recent study of 432 undergraduate students from 21 United Kingdom 
universities found that students who reported higher levels of mastery 
approach (i.e., they focused on skill development or self-improvement) were 
more likely to perceive themselves as employable post university compared 
with students who engaged in lower levels of mastery approach (Clements 
and Kamau, 2018). Additionally, students’ career goal commitment was 
positively associated with all four proactive career behaviors (career plan-
ning, skill development, career consultation, and network building) (Cle-
ments and Kamau, 2018). Although reliant on self-reported behaviors and 
perceived employability, this study suggests the potential positive impact of 
goal-setting on pursuing and attaining suitable career pathways following 
high school and postsecondary education. 
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Characteristics of Effective Goal-Setting
Although research such as the studies outlined previously demonstrates a 
clear link between goal-setting and academic, behavioral, and career-related 
outcomes, goal-setting theory and its supporting literature demonstrate that 
the positive outcomes can vary significantly based on the quality and char-
acteristics of the goal-setting process. Next, we outline some of the most-
frequently cited characteristics of goal-setting associated with successful 
goal attainment or academic success. 

Learning-Oriented Goals
Goal-setting theory (Locke and Latham, 1990, 2002) proposes that there 
are two general goal orientations students can adopt: learning goals with an 
intrinsic focus on increasing one’s competency, understanding, and appre-
ciation for what is being learned versus performance goals with an extrin-
sic focus on external rewards and outperforming others (e.g., getting good 
grades and doing better than other students) (Dweck, 1986; Dweck and 
Leggett, 1988; Elliott and Dweck, 1988). Learning-oriented students tend 
to believe that their effort is the key to their success and that their failure 
does not necessarily suggest that they are incompetent, but simply that they 
have not used the right approach or might need to spend more time improv-
ing their skill (Nicholls, 1984; Pintrich and Schunk, 1996). In contrast, 
performance-oriented students are driven by fears of incompetency, with 
some striving to avoid failure by succeeding (approach style) and the others 
setting up failures when necessary, but in ways that deflect the implication 
that they are incompetent (avoidance style). Extensive research on learning 
versus performance goals demonstrates a consistent positive link between 
learning-goal orientation and various precursors and markers of academic 
success, such as academic self-efficacy (Coutinho and Neuman, 2008; Phan, 
2009), self-regulation (Hsieh et al., 2012), and academic achievement (Crip-
pen et al., 2009; Hsieh, Sullivan, and Guerra, 2007; Phan, 2009).

Personally Meaningful Goals
Identifying personally meaningful goals is an important part of the goal-
setting process, and in turn a potentially important part of the successful 
transition to adulthood. Future-oriented identities, called “possible identi-
ties,” are personally meaningful goals. They represent the selves one hopes 
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to be (hoped-for identities), expects to be (expected identities), and fears 
becoming (feared identities) (Lee et al., 2015; Markus and Nurius, 1986; 
Stein, Roeser, and Markus, 1998). Possible identities are a bridge between 
the present and the future, and they serve as the link between motivation 
and behavior (Markus and Nurius, 1986; Nurra and Oyserman, 2018). They 
facilitate optimism and foster a belief that change is possible because they 
provide a sense that the current self is changeable (Markus and Nurius, 
1986). In short, possible identities serve as the framework for motivating 
and regulating behavior toward the achievement of the end goal and as 
behavioral standards for evaluating the current self and one’s patterns of 
behavior (Hoyle and Sherrill, 2006).

Evidence from studies of college students and adults suggests that epi-
sodic future thinking (imagining future-oriented goals) might facilitate the 
transformation of the goal into an enduring belief about the self. In one 
study, college students were asked to imagine themselves as a person who 
exercises regularly (hoped-for possible identity) or fails to exercise regu-
larly (feared possible identity), and then asked them to complete writing 
tasks about these possible identity images (Ouellette et al., 2005). In another 
study, participants were asked to imagine themselves in the future as either 
healthy, regular exercisers or as unhealthy, inactive individuals (Murru and 
Martin Ginis, 2010). And in a third study, inactive adults were asked to 
imagine themselves in the future as physically active (Strachan et al., 2017). 
In all cases, the possible identity intervention groups had better outcomes 
than the control groups, suggesting that episodic future thinking might 
motivate behavior change and facilitate goal attainment.

Specific, Challenging, and Attainable Goals
In addition to being personally meaningful, possible identities or future-
oriented goals must also be specific, challenging, and perceived as attainable 
(Locke and Latham, 1990, 2002, 2006; Zhu et al., 2014). According to goal-
setting theory (Locke and Latham, 1990, 2002, 2006)—which was estab-
lished over decades of work and has been supported by hundreds of research 
studies—specific, challenging goals stimulate goal-directed behavior and 
boost performance more than easy goals or vague, abstract goals such as “do 
your best.” For instance, career goals that are clear and specific (e.g., I hope/
expect to get a job as an electrician) are more motivating than goals that 
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are more general (e.g., I hope/expect to be successful). Creating specific time 
bounds is also helpful in assisting adolescents with establishing specific and 
attainable goals. For instance, there is evidence that fine-grained time met-
rics (365 days versus one year) create a sense that the future and present selves 
are connected, potentially creating concrete connections between actions 
done now and outcomes in the near future (Lewis and Oyserman, 2015). 
This framework underlies the SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, 
realistic, time-bound) goals approach widely used in postsecondary counsel-
ing and the corporate world.1 The literature also indicates that explicit goals 
are more likely to be met (Nurra and Oyserman, 2018). However, to date, 
research examining the use of SMART goals with adolescents is limited. One 
recent study of 80 emergency medicine residents at three academic hospitals 
compared the effectiveness of SMART-goal-enhanced debriefing after clinic 
with a standard debriefing. Residents who used the SMART goals executed 
more educational actions than those using the standard debriefing. How-
ever, the number and quality of learning goals reported by residents were 
not improved (Aghera et al., 2017). Although the evidence base is sparse, 
high school and college counselors anecdotally find great utility in SMART 
goals as a way to offer structure to the goal-setting process (college counselor, 
verbal discussion with the authors, February 2021).2

Together, these frameworks and findings suggest the benefit of helping 
ChalleNGe cadets develop and foster learning-oriented goals that focus on 
improving one’s skills and mastery of a task, identifying personally mean-
ingful goals, and developing a plan to achieve these goals that is specific and 
challenging yet also attainable based on cadets’ personal abilities. 

Supports and Strategies to Promote Successful Goal-
Setting and Attainment
Although few evidence-based practices for goal-setting during adolescence 
exist, there are some programs that have demonstrated promising results 

1 Considerable evidence suggests that effective goals can be described by the acronym 
SMART (Drucker, 1954).
2 Throughout the report, additional details about interpersonal communications are 
withheld to protect participants’ confidentiality.
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in fostering successful goal-setting and attainment for youth. A pertinent 
example is Check-In/Check-Out (CICO), a commonly used approach to 
help youth at risk for social, emotional, and behavioral problems by pro-
viding daily support in managing their behavior and ultimately reduc-
ing behavioral problems, increasing academic engagement, and reducing 
referrals for more-intensive behavioral interventions (Hawken et al., 2014; 
Mitchell, Adamson, and McKenna, 2017). In CICO, students check in with 
an adult (typically guidance counselors or teachers) at the beginning of each 
day to be sure they are prepared for class and ready to learn. Throughout 
the day, students check in with teachers and receive points on a card (0, 
1, or 2) related to how closely they met school-wide behavior expectations. 
At the end of the day, students check out with an adult who totals up the 
points. If it’s part of the routine, students take their point cards home to 
share with their parents and the card gets turned in the next morning at 
check-in. This cycle repeats itself each day. Although this process focused 
on changing behavioral patterns, the regular involvement of adults and the 
students in setting their goals might be relevant practices for the ChalleNGe 
Program to consider. The potential importance of adult mentors is under-
scored by the plethora of research that finds mentoring is associated with a 
wide variety of favorable behavioral, attitudinal, health-related, relational, 
motivational, and career outcomes for youth and adults alike, although the 
effect size is generally small (Eby et al., 2008).

Of particular relevance to the ChalleNGe Program and the P-RAPs, 
interventions to foster the development of possible identities have been 
shown to effectively change behavior. These interventions have been devel-
oped and tested in youth as young as middle school. For example, Oyser-
man, Terry, and Bybee, 2002, developed a “School-to-Jobs” intervention 
for inner-city African American eighth graders. The intervention was 
composed of activities designed to foster the ability of youth to imagine 
themselves as “successful adults” and connect those possible identities to 
current school involvement. At the end of the school year, youth in the inter-
vention group had greater bonding to school, more concern about doing 
well in school, and better school attendance than youth in the control 
group. Another study found that seventh-graders who participated in an 
occupation-related possible identity intervention were less likely to engage 
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in risky behavior 19 weeks after baseline than students in the control group 
(Clark et al., 2005). 

Key Takeaways

Goal-setting has been shown to facilitate pathways of success during adoles-
cence and beyond. Specifically, research suggests goal-setting can positively 
affect students’ academic, social, and career-related trajectories.

But certain types of goals are much more likely to be associated with 
positive outcomes. Specifically, learning-oriented goals that focus on 
improving one’s skills and mastery of a task, personally meaningful goals, 
and goals that are specific and challenging yet also attainable based on 
one’s abilities (SMART goals) are associated with greater attainment of 
goals and ultimately success in areas relevant to the transition from ado-
lescence to adulthood.

Interventions that integrate goal-setting (e.g., CICO) and foster the 
development of possible identities have been shown to effectively change 
behavior. These programs include elements supported in the literature, 
such as a focus on future-oriented goals and exploration of possible selves; 
regular check-ins with adults that provide opportunities for reflection and 
input from youth; opportunities for positive reinforcement from adults (e.g., 
school-based staff); and the utilization of more–fine-grained time metrics 
when defining goals.

To summarize, the goal-setting literature contains several implications 
for the ChalleNGe Program. First, among adolescents, goal-setting is asso-
ciated with success across multiple areas—including school and work, but 
also in social and behavioral arenas. The importance of goal-setting, cou-
pled with the finding that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
typically lack some of the resources required for successful goal-setting, 
suggest that the ChalleNGe Program’s focus on goals and use of the P-RAP 
process are completely appropriate. The literature also suggests that goals 
that can be described as specific, meaningful, appropriate, and learning-
oriented are especially likely to be associated with positive outcomes. 
Finally, the literature indicates that certain interventions should be a part 
of goal-setting. A specific example is CICO, but more generally the litera-
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ture shows that the regular and positive intervention of adults is associated 
with positive outcomes. 

In the next chapter, we examine the specific ways in which the differ-
ent ChalleNGe sites approach the P-RAP process; in the final chapter, we 
combine findings from the literature with the ChalleNGe site’s practices to 
develop a series of recommendations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Conceptualization and 
Implementation of the P-RAP

To gain an understanding of the integration of the P-RAP process in the 
overall ChalleNGe Program and describe the similarities and differences in 
the implementation process across sites, we engaged in two strategies. First, 
we reviewed templates from 15 sites (California, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Montana, New Jersey, New Mexico, Oregon, 
Virginia, West Virginia, Wisconsin, and Wyoming) that implement the 
P-RAP process. We reviewed the overall format of the P-RAP templates 
and looked for characteristics and processes known to be associated with 
effective goal-setting (e.g., using SMART goals; the use of time horizons for 
short-term, intermediate, and future-oriented long-term goals; and whether 
the template outlined steps for achieving goals, such as developing if-then 
strategies to deal with obstacles).

Second, of the 15 sites that provided templates, we examined notes 
from previous site visits at 11 of the sites and conducted P-RAP-focused 
site visits with four locations (California, Illinois, Michigan, and Wiscon-
sin). The notes from previous site visits included short conversations about 
the P-RAP; the P-RAP-focused visits used a semi-structured protocol that 
included more-extensive questions about the programs’ perceptions of the 
utility of the P-RAP, how staff use the P-RAP process, and other aspects of 
the process implementation. Information from the protocols used appears 
in Appendix B.

Next, we synthesize our findings from both approaches to describe the 
implementation of the P-RAP process overall and also around key themes 
that emerged from our synthesis.
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Overview of Implementation

The P-RAP process is used within the ChalleNGe Program to assist cadets 
with goal-setting. Broadly, cadets engage in the P-RAP process to docu-
ment their short-, medium-, and long-term career goals, and to plan the 
steps required to meet these goals. Cadets work with program staff and 
their mentor(s) to establish and document their career goals using a tem-
plate that walks cadets through the goal-setting process (Appendix A shows 
one example of a P-RAP template). Mentors are adults who are selected (in 
most cases by the cadet) to support the cadet with the development and 
documentation of their career goals. By design, they begin working with 
the cadet during the residential phase of the program and continue working 
with the cadet during the post-residential phase to facilitate their transition 
to their selected educational or career goal. Although all sites engage in the 
P-RAP process, some sites have made modifications to the P-RAP template 
and to the implementation/process to best fit their individual sites’ needs 
and capacities.1 

The way in which the P-RAP process is integrated into the ChalleNGe 
Program varies significantly across sites. All sites use the P-RAP template 
as a tool to support the process of identifying and documenting the goal-
setting process, although the specific format and content vary across sites 
(Table C.1 illustrates common elements included in the P-RAP template 
across sites and gives a sense of the variation). Some sites have a formal 
P-RAP course in which cadets learn about goal-setting, college degrees 
and certificate programs, branches of the military, and various job sectors. 
For example, cadets might take a personal interest inventory, investigate 
career pathways, complete job applications, do mock interviews, partici-
pate in a career fair, and prepare resumes and cover letters. Upon com-
pleting the course, cadets might complete a P-RAP portfolio, which is the 
culmination of their work in the course. In at least one case, they present 

1 Programs are instructed to use the P-RAP beginning early in the residential period, 
to make sure the P-RAP is updated throughout the residential period, and to provide a 
copy to the mentor. Within these guidelines, the staff have control of the process and 
the template and can modify both as they see fit. Over time, staff have had the opportu-
nity to share information on how they use the P-RAP (and on other aspects of program 
management) at twice-yearly conferences.
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their P-RAP portfolio to the cadets in their platoon and ChalleNGe acad-
emy staff. During the presentation, the cadets receive feedback on their 
P-RAP portfolios. 

At other sites, the cadets work individually in consultation with pro-
gram staff to complete the P-RAP. Some programs have cadets work on the 
P-RAP every week, while others have cadets work on them every few weeks 
or just a few times during the course of the program. There were also differ-
ences in start times for working with the cadet on the P-RAP. 

Rather than providing feedback on goals, staff at one of these sites indi-
cated that they primarily provide feedback on sentence and paragraph 
structure because cadets “need to learn how to write” (ChalleNGe staff, 
verbal discussion with the authors, December 2018). At this site, they use 
goal cards in which cadets write very short-term (day-to-day) goals, e.g., “do 
70 pushups” or “turn in my math assignment on time.” Program staff indi-
cated that the cadets find the goal cards to be useful. Interestingly, this site 
uses a written goal-setting template that asks cadets to set lifetime goals, fol-
lowed by a 25-year plan of smaller goals that should be achieved if they are 
to reach their lifetime plan. Then they ask cadets to set five-year, one-year, 
six-month, and one-month goals related to the lifetime goals. Finally, they 
ask cadets to set a daily to-do list of things to do to achieve the lifetime goals. 
This stepwise process might be where the “goal cards” originated. Given the 
literature on reasonable time horizons for possible identities, setting a life-
time goal might not be effective.

To demonstrate the importance of identifying clear and specific steps 
required to achieve a goal, some sites use the “sandwich exercise” in which 
cadets give step-by-step instructions to the site’s commandant on how to 
make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Despite the simplicity of the goal, 
it typically takes the cadets several rounds of instruction before they can 
state the steps with enough clarity and specificity and in the correct order 
that “the sandwich can be made.”

Despite the high degree of variability in the implementation of the 
P-RAP, our findings revealed several key components that consistently 
emerge across sites and/or templates that we reviewed. Specifically, in our 
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analysis we found that most sites engaged in the following themes when 
implementing the P-RAP process:

• exploration of opportunities
• identification of goals
• creation of an actionable plan 
• documentation through the P-RAP template
• support from key adults
• youth engagement
• execution and follow-up during post-residential phase.

Next, we highlight findings related to these key themes of the P-RAP 
process.

Exploration of Opportunities

A prerequisite for setting goals is being aware of possibilities. The extent to 
which ChalleNGe sites provided opportunities for cadets to explore career 
opportunities varied significantly. At some sites, there are many opportu-
nities to explore options. For example, some sites have vocational training 
programs in residence where cadets can learn a vocation, e.g., construction, 
masonry, carpentry, and firefighting. Some sites have P-RAP field trips 
where cadets visit an industry, a business, a technical college, a furniture 
store, a heavy equipment training center, etc. Some sites also do mock inter-
views, resume development, etc., to assist in getting the cadets workforce-
ready. One site reported that a technical college puts on a “reality day” where 
cadets each draw a card and spend a day in the life of the person described 
on the card, e.g., unmarried, two kids, works at fast food restaurant, $800 
per month income; single, office job, $2,500 per month income. All of these 
experiential activities are geared toward exposing the cadets to possibilities. 

Other ChalleNGe sites offer opportunities to explore personal interests. 
For instance, one site has numerous clubs and activities held at lunchtime 
every day to allow cadets to explore potential areas of interest and talent, e.g., 
honor guard, run club, drumline, coding academy, collegiate cohort, nature 
club, drill team, yearbook club, music club, sculling club, student council, 
and game club. The staff at this site believe that cadets need to be exposed to 
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a wide variety of activities to determine possible interests and talents. These 
clubs and activities are run by program staff. Although not directly related 
to career choice, these experiences might help the cadets develop personally 
meaningful goals (recall from the previous chapter that adolescents who 
develop personally meaningful goals are more likely to achieve those goals).

The Jobs ChalleNGe Program is a career and technical education pro-
gram available at some sites for graduates of the ChalleNGe Program. It pro-
vides ChalleNGe graduates with education and job training programs that 
allow cadets to obtain a certificate in a vocational field, job shadow, intern, 
and ultimately obtain employment with local employers, e.g., in manufac-
turing, construction, the automotive industry, trades, or cyber-security. 
This type of program provides youth with extended behavioral involvement 
in the selected field, thus increasing an adolescent’s chances of developing 
an identity related to a particular type of work.

Identification of Goals

The P-RAP is used to help cadets set appropriate goals so that they can be 
successful during and after the post-residential phase. Across all  ChalleNGe 
sites, staff focus on placement (employment, education, or military) as the 
primary goal for the post-residential period. In support of this, several 
P-RAP templates have the following text at the beginning: 

Unless youth leave ChalleNGe with a realistic Post Residential Action 
Plan and the ability to continue to plan effectively throughout their 
lives, they are unable to maximize this second chance. To be success-
ful, ChalleNGe youth must graduate from the program with a working 
plan, a functional skill set for planning, and guidance in Post Residen-
tial Action Plan implementation. 

Although it is clear that placement is valued at all of the sites, the specific 
emphasis differs somewhat across sites. Most programs focus on a mini-
mum of 25 hours per week in total or in a combination of education (high 
school or college), employment, or military as a successful placement. Pro-
grams may or may not consider part-time schooling (such as online pro-
grams), part-time work, or community service to be a successful placement. 
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Some programs consider active job-seeking as placement. Furthermore, the 
quality of employment does not necessarily indicate the success of the place-
ment, especially if the cadet is also going to school at the same time. On the 
other hand, a director at one site stated,

if we could make arrangements for all of our cadets to be placed at 
McDonald’s or some other fast food restaurant, we would technically 
have 100 percent placement. But we are focused on more than just 
placement—we are focused on the cadets having a sustainable future 
(ChalleNGe site director, verbal discussion with the authors, Septem-
ber 2019).2

Regardless of whether the goal placement is school, employment, or 
military, program staff work with the cadets to determine what steps they 
need to take to achieve their placement goal. For example, interviewees indi-
cated that for cadets planning to return to high school, program staff would 
determine what courses the cadet was missing and develop a plan around 
those courses. For cadets interested in joining the workforce, program staff 
would help them create resumes. For cadets interested in attending college, 
program staff might help cadets fill out applications and complete finan-
cial aid forms. For cadets interested in joining the military, program staff 
might help cadets coordinate with local recruiters. Some programs encour-
age cadets to include vocational training in their P-RAP. 

Creation of an Actionable Plan 

Almost universally across sites, the P-RAP process involves the creation of 
an actionable plan to attain cadets’ goals. To support this process, the P-RAP 
templates include short-term, intermediate, and long-term goals. The short-
term goals across sites focus on the eight core components of the ChalleNGe 
Program (academic excellence, health and hygiene, job skills, leadership 

2 To some extent, the specific placement goal is governed by age. For example, 16-year-
old cadets might have a difficult time placing into higher education or the workforce 
upon graduation. Being younger is also typically indicative of less experience, which 
makes workforce placement more difficult.



Conceptualization and Implementation of the P-RAP

21

and followership, life-coping skills, physical fitness, responsible citizenship, 
and service to community). One site encourages cadets to focus on setting 
short-term goals focused on personal performance, skills, or knowledge to 
be acquired (akin to learning-oriented goals), in contrast to goals based on 
outcomes (e.g., finishing in the top three in a race, akin to performance-
oriented goals). Intermediate and long-term goals are all focused on place-
ment, housing, and transportation. Some sites explicitly state that the trans-
portation and housing goals should support the placement goal.

Across sites, the short-term goals focus on an end period of five months—
while the cadets are in the residential phase of the program. Intermediate 
goals focus on the end of the 12-month post-residential phase. Although the 
time horizon of short-term and intermediate goals is similar across sites, 
the specified period for long-term goals varies across sites, with most rang-
ing from two to five years postgraduation, but some with time horizons as 
long as ten to 15 years. The P-RAP templates with the longer time horizons 
ask the cadets to “Think ahead to what life as an adult would look like for 
you. Describe an ‘ideal’ but realistic career, transportation and housing goal. 
Where do you want to be in 5 years? 10 years? 15 years?” 

In addition to specifying the time horizons, we found that most sites 
specify that goals must be written in SMART goal format. Although it is 
possible, perhaps even likely, that all sites require SMART goal format, not 
all P-RAP documents include this information. In addition, some templates 
provide tangible examples of SMART goals, e.g., “create a resume by week 
15,” “improve my math grade by two grade levels by week 21” for the cadets.

Finally, review of the P-RAP templates indicated that most sites ask 
cadets to outline the steps needed to achieve their goal(s), identify barriers 
or obstacles to achieving their goal(s), list strategies to overcome the barri-
ers/obstacles, and describe resources that can be used to support them in 
achieving their goals. For four of the 15 sites, cadets also specify backup 
or alternate placement, housing, and transportation plans in the event that 
something happens that prevents them from achieving their primary goals. 
Seven of the 15 sites indicate that the cadet should specify transition/bridge 
plans for the period of time immediately following graduation and prior to 
starting a job, enrolling in school, or enlisting in the military. However, only 
three of the 15 sites ask the cadets to consider the relative advantages and 
disadvantages of their specified placement goals. 
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Documentation Through the P-RAP Template

All ChalleNGe sites use the P-RAP template to document the goal-setting 
process for cadets (see Table C.1). The format of the P-RAP template differs 
across sites, with some P-RAPs being fairly structured (e.g., New Mexico), 
while others are more open-ended (e.g., Montana). One of the most nota-
ble differences is that the P-RAP documents vary considerably in length 
across sites, ranging from one page to 50 pages (with an average length of 
about 12 pages). Most sites use a single P-RAP template; however, some do 
use separate forms for short-term, intermediate, and long-term goals. Some 
sites explicitly refer to the P-RAP as a “living document” that will grow and 
change as the cadet grows and changes, and as a “roadmap for success” in 
the post-residential phase of ChalleNGe. Also, some P-RAPs explicitly state 
that the plans should be created using the C-A-D-E-T success model (con-
nect, analyze, decide, plan and execute, test) to connect the residential to 
the post-residential phase. Some sites ask the cadet to complete a day-by-day 
calendar in which they are to list a constructive and productive activity for 
each day of the month. Approximately half of the sites list deadlines (by date 
or week of residential program) to complete specific aspects of the P-RAP. 
Although it is possible, even likely, that the other sites also have deadlines, 
they are not specified in the templates themselves. 

Support from Key Adults

According to feedback from our interviews with ChalleNGe staff, the 
P-RAP process depends heavily on the support from both ChalleNGe staff 
members and mentors. Program staff work with the cadets to determine 
what steps they need to take to achieve their placement goal. For example, 
ChalleNGe staff shared that for cadets planning to return to high school, 
program staff would determine what courses the cadet was missing and 
develop a plan around these courses. For cadets interested in joining the 
workforce, program staff could help them create resumes. For cadets inter-
ested in attending college, program staff might help cadets fill out applica-
tions and complete financial aid forms. For cadets interested in joining the 
military, program staff might help cadets coordinate with local recruiters. 
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Some programs encourage cadets to include vocational training in their 
P-RAP. At a minimum, most sites require P-RAP plans (i.e., the completed 
templates) be signed off/approved by the ChalleNGe academy staff.

However, the degree of involvement of staff varies across sites. For 
instance, the number of staff involved in P-RAP implementation differs 
across sites. At some sites, each cadet works with a designated staff team, 
e.g., counselor, teacher, and team leader. At other sites, a specific staff person 
is designated to work with all cadets and sign off on their P-RAPs. Addition-
ally, the level of staff buy-in (i.e., the extent to which staff believe the P-RAP 
process is a priority and beneficial, and their openness to engage in the pro-
cess) for the P-RAP among ChalleNGe staff differs across sites. It is clear 
that staff in some programs believe that the P-RAP is essential for long-
term success. At two sites, program staff indicated that it is very common 
for staff to approach cadets and ask them about their P-RAP. In contrast, 
some staff at other sites believe the P-RAP is too long and too detailed for 
cadets at their current stage in life, and that it would be more effective to 
have “a life plan, a list of life goals or a list of specific careers.” As a result, 
some programs use a modified version of the P-RAP or have cadets fill out 
supplementary placement forms.

In addition to ChalleNGe staff, mentors play a key role in supporting 
cadets as they develop their goals and create a plan for the post-residential 
phase. Mentors, who have been nominated by the cadets, are matched 
with cadets during the residential phase. Mentors help support the cadets 
during the latter portion of the residential phase and help them prepare to 
reenter community life. Mentors continue their responsibilities through-
out the 12-month post-residential phase, also reporting cadet placement 
activities to the sites. Guidance indicates that mentors should be in regu-
lar contact with mentees (e.g., approximately two times a month, although 
more-frequent contact is encouraged). The ChalleNGe Program notes that 
mentors play a critical role in ensuring cadets’ continued success, helping 
the youth transition from the structured environment of the residential 
phase to self-management and guiding them through the implementation 
of their life plans developed as part of the P-RAP process. Information from 
the interviews suggests that many sites lack mentors who are prepared to 
facilitate adherence to the P-RAP and that mentor contact often drops off 
sharply after the residential phase. These problems may have to do with how 
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mentors are selected at some sites and/or the intensity of the contact. At one 
site, staff indicated that the mentors are selected by the cadets, who gener-
ally do not have good role models. At that site, the cadets are asked to write 
a postcard to their mentor once per week. Weekly postcards are not likely to 
be a sufficient mechanism for developing a meaningful relationship with a 
mentor. Another site reported that mentors could be a principal, teacher, a 
friend of the family, or a distant relative, but not a close family member (in 
some cases, sites apply for a waiver to designate a close family member as 
the mentor). That site reported better contact between cadets and mentors. 

Youth Engagement

Programs recognize that cadets must actively participate in their P-RAP in 
order for it to be successful. Program staff guide cadets on the P-RAP and 
encourage them to take ownership of their future. 

At one site, program staff described an important difference between trust 
buy-in and value buy-in among cadets. They described trust buy-in as cadets 
just getting through, enduring, and submitting, but not really seeing value 
in the P-RAP. For these cadets, the P-RAP is viewed as an assignment. They 
described value buy-in as cadets internalizing the value of the P-RAP. For these 
cadets, it is more than an exercise or assignment. ChalleNGe staff shared that 
they strongly believe that value buy-in is critical to cadet long-term success. 

Program staff also reported that some cadets do not buy into the process at 
all: They fail to complete the P-RAP because they are just not interested. Pro-
gram staff report that there is not much they can do with cadets such as these. 
The lack of interest in the P-RAP could reflect limited exposure to future pos-
sibilities or the lack of belief that change is possible for them. It is also not clear 
how much cadet buy-in might be influenced by staff buy-in and vice versa. 

Execution and Follow-Up During Post-Residential 
Phase

The 12-month post-residential phase begins when graduates leave the 
 ChalleNGe academy and return to their communities. Graduates return to 
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high school, pursue higher education, find a job, join the military, or vol-
unteer at least 25 hours a week as a placement. The goal of this phase is 
for graduates to sustain and build on the gains made during the residential 
phase, and to apply the new skills they have learned to their home environ-
ment. In addition, they are expected to continue to develop and implement 
their life plans from their P-RAP. 

Most programs do not collect systematic, in-depth placement data that 
would enable them to track cadets’ adherence to the P-RAP and better under-
stand the usefulness of the process. Programs may know which graduates 
have reenrolled in high school, but they do not collect data on graduation 
rates. Programs may collect information on number of hours worked (to 
determine whether the hours worked constitute placement), but collect little 
data on wages, benefits, occupation, or turnover. Some programs, however, do 
keep track of whether graduates adhere to the P-RAP. According to one site, 
roughly 60 percent of cadets stay within the track indicated on the P-RAP. 

Mentors are supposed to be the primary source of post-residential infor-
mation, but reliability is low. During the post-residential year, mentors 
are tasked with monthly reports and noting whether the cadet has veered 
from the original P-RAP. Because contact with mentors drops precipitously 
during the post-residential phase, post-residential information is often veri-
fied through other methods; this means that program staff spend much time 
tracking down graduates and verifying employment using a variety of means, 
including pay stubs sent in by graduates, social media information (e.g., pic-
tures of cadets in work uniforms on Facebook), and school transcripts. 

There is considerable variation in rates of follow-up. For example, one 
site reported that they are in contact with only 20 percent of cadets six 
months after the program, while another site reported that they are in con-
tact with 90 percent of cadets six months after the program. The complete 
set of factors that drive this variation is unclear, but staff roles in follow-ups 
may help to explain differential rates in follow-ups. One site reported that 
one reason they have a greater success rate with follow-ups than other sites 
is because counselors do the follow-up rather than recruitment, placement, 
and mentoring staff. They indicated that, because the cadets worked closely 
with counselors during the residential phase, cadets tend to be responsive to 
counselors during the follow-up period.
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Key Takeaways

Review of the templates and interview notes from the sites highlighted sev-
eral themes across sites regarding how the ChalleNGe Program implements 
the P-RAP process. Specifically, all sites integrate the following into the 
P-RAP process for their cadets:

• exploration of opportunities
• identification of goals
• creation of an actionable plan 
• documentation through the P-RAP template
• support from key adults
• youth engagement
• execution and follow-up during post-residential phase.

That said, there is a considerable difference in the manner in which each 
of these themes is implemented and the overall perceived value of the P-RAP 
process across sites. The template itself offers some consistency across sites, 
with most utilizing SMART goals and providing structures to help cadets 
develop and document an actionable plan for the post-residential phase. 
However, characteristics such as format (length and detail of the template), 
time horizons for long-term plans, the focus of the goals, and the degree 
of involvement from staff and mentors varied from site to site. Addition-
ally, staff at some sites believe that the P-RAP is critical whereas staff at 
other sites believe that the P-RAP is not particularly useful. These differ-
ences are evidenced in part by the amount of time dedicated to the P-RAP, 
the number of staff involved in the P-RAP, the level of staff buy-in, variety 
of opportunities presented, and cadet buy-in. 

In the next chapter, we lay out the explicit connections between the rel-
evant literature and the ways ChalleNGe sites use the P-RAP. Using these 
connections, we develop a series of recommendations. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Lessons Learned and 
Recommendations

In this chapter, we reflect on our findings from the literature review, exami-
nation of the P-RAP template, and review of P-RAP implementation strat-
egies across select sites to establish relevant lessons learned for the Chal-
leNGe Program. Drawing on these lessons learned, we provide high-level 
recommendations for how the ChalleNGe Program staff can improve the 
implementation process to best support the success of cadets across sites.

Lessons Learned

Research findings suggest a link between goal-setting and academic achieve-
ment, positive behavioral outcomes, and workforce readiness (e.g., Bruhn 
et al., 2016; Moeller, Theiler, and Wu, 2012; Schippers, Scheepers, and 
 Peterson, 2015; Clements and Kamau, 2018). For youth who struggle with self-
regulation and setting goals and who are at risk of dropping out of high school, 
early intervention to support effective goal-setting may be one mechanism for 
establishing a pathway to success. The ChalleNGe Program uses the P-RAP 
process to assist cadets in identifying highly personalized goals to support 
their transition from the academy to the post-residential phase and beyond. 

P-RAP Is Well-Grounded in the Theoretical and 
Empirical Literature
The P-RAP is a well-designed process to assist youth in identifying highly 
personalized goals and developing action-oriented plans to support the 
transition to adult roles. As discussed in Chapter Two, the P-RAP tem-



Goal-Setting to Support Cadet Success

28

plates appear to be derived from, or are at least consistent with, theoreti-
cal and empirical evidence about goal-setting in adolescents. Intermediate 
and long-term goals are appropriately focused on placement (work, school, 
or military), housing, and transportation—all essential for the successful 
transition to adulthood. Although the domains are specified, the cadets 
identify their own goals in each of these domains; thus, they are highly 
personalized. The P-RAP uses the SMART goal format; the goals are 
required to be clear and specific and include steps needed to achieve them 
and specific timelines. 

Implementation of P-RAP Varies Across Sites
Although the design of the P-RAP is consistent with best practices iden-
tified in the literature, there is wide variation in how the P-RAP is used 
and implemented across sites (this is shown throughout Chapter Three). 
At some sites, the P-RAP is threaded throughout the entire program, and 
many, if not most, staff are involved in the P-RAP process. At these sites, 
the staff consider the P-RAP to be very valuable. At other sites, the P-RAP 
is viewed as more of an assignment to be completed so cadets can move on, 
and a single staff person is responsible for signing off on all of the cadet’s 
P-RAPs. The staff at these sites indicated that they do not think the P-RAP 
is valuable. At some of the sites, the cadets present their P-RAP to their pla-
toon and ChalleNGe staff for feedback prior to graduation. The staff believe 
this presentation leads the cadets to take ownership of the goals they laid out 
in their P-RAP. At some sites, there is greater opportunity for exploration 
of career options (e.g., Jobs ChalleNGe; exposure to local employers that 
will facilitate job shadowing and internship opportunities; education and 
training toward a certificate in a vocational program, etc.). Finally, at many 
sites, there is a lack of mentors who are prepared to work with the cadets 
on their P-RAP. Across sites, ChalleNGe staff report that mentor contacts 
drop off precipitously after the residential program. In the immediate post-
residential phase, individual mentorship is likely essential to the cadet per-
sisting in the pursuit of their placement goal (or goals). 
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Recommendations

Based on our review of the templates and interviews with site staff, the 
implementation of the P-RAP across sites often demonstrates alignment 
with findings from the literature. However, there are also areas of oppor-
tunity to improve the implementation process to best support success of 
the cadets. In this section, we align our findings from the literature review 
(Chapter Two) with our findings from our review of the sites (Chap-
ter Three), providing recommendations on future use of the P-RAP across 
ChalleNGe sites. Although we recognize the need to allow for flexibility 
in the implementation of the P-RAP process across sites because of staff 
capacity and cadet needs, we recommend some basic practices that have the 
potential to benefit all sites.

Encourage Deeper and More Consistent Use of the 
P-RAP Across the Components of the ChalleNGe 
Program
Many aspects of the P-RAP process are well-aligned with the literature 
and some sites appear to implement the P-RAP process in a manner that is 
consistent with best practices. However, there is considerable variation in 
the ways that the P-RAP is implemented. The sites that weave the P-RAP 
through multiple aspects of the ChalleNGe Program come closer to the 
principles in the literature, and there is some evidence that this leads to 
greater success. In particular, both staff and cadets take more ownership of 
the process at these sites. To provide a specific example, the CICO program 
model uses regular and daily check-ins between students and a key school 
staff member to discuss progress toward goals (Hawken et al., 2014; Mitch-
ell, Adamson, and McKenna, 2017). Feedback during interviews with select 
ChalleNGe sites suggested that those sites that engaged in more-frequent 
and ongoing touch-points had greater buy-in for the P-RAP process from 
both staff and cadets. Although daily check-ins may not be necessary given 
the longer-term purpose of the P-RAP, threading regular communication 
between cadets and staff throughout the residential phase has the poten-
tial to support goal identification and attainment and sends a clear message 
about its importance to the cadets’ future success. 
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We recognize that site-level variation is a feature of the ChalleNGe Pro-
gram, driven at least in part by the different environments in which sites 
operate; nonetheless, there appears to be room to increase consistency by 
encouraging some sites to weave the P-RAP more tightly into their pro-
gram. The recommendations that follow offer specific ideas for sites seeking 
to better integrate the P-RAP process within their programs.

Ensure Adequate Exploration to Identify Meaningful 
Goals 
Setting personally meaningful goals can facilitate the successful transition 
to adulthood. All three categories of placement goals (continued educa-
tion, workforce, or military) are developmentally appropriate for the cadets 
(Erikson, 1968; Seiffge-Krenke, Kiuru, and Nurmi, 2010). But because goals 
must be personally meaningful to be motivating (Markus and Nurius, 1986; 
Nurra and Oyserman, 2018), the cadet must perceive the specific placement 
goal as important to whom they want to become, e.g., a possible identity as 
an electrician, teacher, or soldier. However, as noted in the literature, iden-
tifying one’s career and academic goals may be more challenging for eco-
nomically disadvantaged youth (De Haan and MacDermid, 1999; Hihara, 
Sugimura, and Syed, 2018; Phillips and Pittman, 2003). For this reason, 
providing multiple and ongoing experiences to let cadets learn about and 
explore their options would be beneficial. Some sites currently provide these 
types of in-depth exploration activities (e.g., offering vocational training 
programs in residence; partnering with a local technical college to conduct a 
“reality day”; and providing on-site clubs and activities so cadets can explore 
potential areas of interest and talent). These sites noted a high degree of both 
cadet and staff buy-in and engagement and might serve as models of prom-
ising practices for other sites that currently offer fewer opportunities.

Help Cadets Outline Goals That Are Specific, 
Challenging, and Attainable with Appropriate Time 
Metrics
Based on review of P-RAP templates and interviews with select sites, we 
found that several sites encourage this type of goal-setting among cadets 
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through the use of the SMART goals framework. This generally involves 
using fine-grained time metrics for P-RAP goals. For instance, currently 
across sites, short-term goals focus on the eight core components of the pro-
gram. Goals written with more–fine-grained time metrics (e.g., identify 
three methods to reduce stress by week three), may be more achievable than 
ones with longer time metrics (e.g., run one mile in less than 10 minutes on 
the weekly physical training test by graduation). Further consistency in the 
template formats or the approach for identifying short, intermediate, and 
long-term goals may enhance outcomes at sites where these practices are less 
strictly followed. Additionally, providing education to staff and mentors on 
the utility of the SMART goals framework, and providing cadets specific 
examples of SMART goals on the P-RAP templates, may offer a starting 
point to foster higher-quality goal-setting processes.

Incorporate Learning-Oriented Goals into the P-RAP
Although only one site reported encouraging learning-oriented goals 
(i.e., goals focused on personal performance, skills, or knowledge to be 
acquired), our review of the goal-setting literature suggests that incor-
porating the use of learning-oriented goals more consistently across sites 
may benefit cadets in the long run. Extensive research on learning versus 
performance-oriented goals (i.e., goals focused on external rewards or 
outperforming others) consistently finds that individuals who focus on 
learning-oriented versus performance goals are more likely to experience 
precursors of success, such as greater academic self-efficacy (Coutinho 
and Neuman, 2008; Phan, 2009), self-regulation (Hsieh et al., 2012), and 
academic achievement (Crippen et al., 2009; Hsieh, Sullivan, and Guerra, 
2007; Phan, 2009). Encouraging cadets to focus on this type of goal, partic-
ularly for short-term goals, has the potential to establish an early founda-
tion of success. Providing guidance to staff and mentors on how to foster 
learning-oriented goals (e.g., gaining knowledge for a particular trade) 
versus performance goals (e.g., getting the best grade in the class) and 
teach cadets the difference between these types of goals may help cadets 
develop more-useful and fulfilling goals during their time in the program. 
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Conclusion

Recognizing the importance of goal-setting in helping adolescents, particu-
larly those at-risk for academic, social, or behavioral problems, establish a 
pathway to independence and success in adulthood, the ChalleNGe Pro-
gram uses the P-RAP process to support cadets. Many aspects of the P-RAP 
process are well-grounded in goal-setting and adolescent development 
theory and empirical evidence. Therefore, the P-RAP may serve as a poten-
tial model for similar quasi-military programs—or other programs focused 
on at-risk youth—by demonstrating how to support career and academic 
goal-setting and attainment. That said, the manner in which ChalleNGe 
sites implement the P-RAP process appears to vary considerably; moving 
toward a more standardized approach has the potential to strengthen the 
program and thus to better prepare participants for long-term success.
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APPENDIX A

Example of a P-RAP Template

The document reproduced here provides an example of a P-RAP template 
from the Wisconsin ChalleNGe Program.

Post-Residential Action Plan Worksheet 

(Print Full Name)

 
Complete the following steps using the S.M.A.R.T. Criteria for each goal 
and task.

Please use pencil!
 

STEP 1 

My Long Term Goal 

What is your vision of your life 2 to 5 years after graduation? What do you see yourself 
doing as a career or dream job?
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STEP 2 

Intermediate Placement Goal 

You must choose one of the following options for your Intermediate Goal. This 
should be your primary goal for the 12 months after graduation, and support your 

Long-Term Goal 

(Circle Your Choice) 

   EMPLOYMENT        EDUCATION          MILITARY  VOCATIONAL TRAINING 

Write out your Intermediate Goal (be S.M.A.R.T.): 

(Circle One)
 

  Full-Time  Part-Time 
(If you select Part-Time, you will need to enter a second part-time plan in Step 5) 

List the expected start date for your Intermediate Goal 

Date of graduation from the Challenge Academy is: ______________________ 

Start Date for Intermediate Goal is: ______________________ 

TASKS 

Identify tasks you need to complete to reach your Intermediate Goal. Identify a 
deadline or a target date for completion and record in your planner.
 
Task:  Completion Date: 

1. _______________ 

2. _______________ 

3. _______________ 

4. _______________ 

5. _______________ 
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OBSTACLES

Identifying obstacles helps to prevent surprises that can occur in the future. 
Obstacles may cause us to change our plan or delay us from reaching our goal.

Identify obstacles that you will have to overcome to reach your goal (health, legal, 
financial, low test scores, living arrangements, lack of other resources). Also identify 

the tasks you need to complete to successfully overcome each obstacle.

Obstacle  Task to Overcome Obstacle 

1. 1.

2. 2. 

3. 3. 

4. 4. 

5. 5. 

RESOURCES 

List the resources you have available to help you complete the tasks and overcome 
the obstacles you have listed.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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STEP 3 

Community Living Plan 

Write out a living plan that supports your Intermediate Placement Goal. 

TASKS 

Identify tasks you need to accomplish for your plan to work. Identify a deadline or a 
target date for each one and record in your planner.

 
Task:  Completion Date: 

1. _______________ 

2. _______________ 

3. _______________ 

4. _______________ 

5. _______________

OBSTACLES

Identify obstacles you will have to overcome for your Community Living Plan, and 
identify the tasks you need to complete to successfully overcome each one.

Obstacle  Task to Overcome Obstacle 

1. 1.

2. 2. 

3. 3. 

4. 4. 

5. 5. 
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RESOURCES 

List the resources you have available to help you complete the tasks and overcome 
the obstacles you have listed.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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STEP 4 

Transportation Plan 

Write out a transportation plan that supports your Intermediate Placement Goal. 

TASKS 

Identify tasks you need to accomplish for your plan to work. Identify a deadline or a 
target date for each one and record in your planner.

 
Task:  Completion Date: 

1. _______________ 

2. _______________ 

3. _______________ 

4. _______________ 

5. _______________

OBSTACLES

Identify obstacles that you will have to overcome for your Transportation plan and 
identify the tasks you need to complete to successfully overcome each one.

Obstacle  Task to Overcome Obstacle 

1. 1.

2. 2. 

3. 3. 

4. 4. 

5. 5. 
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RESOURCES 

List the resources you have available to help you complete the tasks and overcome 
the obstacles you have listed.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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STEP 5 

Bridge Plan / 2nd Part-Time Placement 

Write out a Bridge Plan or 2nd Part-Time Placement plan that supports your 
Intermediate Placement Goal.

If you need to complete a Bridge Plan and a 2nd Part-Time Placement complete your 
2nd Part-Time Placement here and ask your sponsor for another copy of Step 5 to 

complete your Bridge Plan. 

TASKS 

Identify tasks you need to accomplish for your plan to work. Identify a deadline or a 
target date for each one and record in your planner.

 
Task:  Completion Date: 

1. _______________ 

2. _______________ 

3. _______________

 

4. _______________

 

5. _______________
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OBSTACLES

Identify obstacles that you will have to overcome for your plan, and identify the tasks 
you need to complete to successfully overcome each one.

Obstacle  Task to Overcome Obstacle 

1. 1.

2. 2. 

3. 3. 

4. 4. 

5. 5. 

RESOURCES 

List the resources you have available to help you complete the tasks and overcome 
the obstacles you have listed.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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APPENDIX B

Site Visit Protocols

In this appendix, we describe relevant protocols. In the course of this 
research, we examined notes from a series of earlier site visits and also car-
ried out targeted site visits to learn more about how sites use the P-RAP. 

The protocols from the earlier site visits covered a relatively wide array of 
topics, including questions focused on the program’s core mission, oppor-
tunities and challenges, recruiting strategies, resources, staffing, commu-
nity relations, and cadet placement (employment, education, military enlist-
ment, etc.) after leaving ChalleNGe. Finally, the protocol included several 
questions on measuring and tracking program completion and success. The 
questions focused on P-RAP were included in the section on cadet place-
ment; these questions are reproduced on the next page.
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Placement/Life after ChalleNGe:

Preparing for placement:

• Do you use the P-RAP (Post-Residential Action Plan)? Have you modi-
fied the P-RAP in any way? 

 – Do you find the P-RAP to be effective?
• Could you please describe your methods for working with cadets to 

complete the P-RAP?

Placement:

• How do you approach placement? What constitutes a successful place-
ment? What prevents graduates from attaining successful placements?

 – Do you collect any information on the extent to which cadets follow 
their P-RAPs or other plans?

During the targeted site visits, we again held a series of semi-structured con-
versations; our protocol included the following questions:

• Please describe how the P-RAP is implemented at your site
 – At what point is the P-RAP introduced to the cadets? 
 – Which staff member(s) introduce the P-RAP to the cadets?
 – How often does the cadet work on the P-RAP?

• Is there a formal course (focused on completing the P-RAP) or is the 
P-RAP completed independently? 

 – Who reviews the P-RAP? When do they review it? 
 – Do the cadets present their P-RAP? If so, to whom?
 – When is the P-RAP considered “complete?”

Prior to the end of the visit, we made sure to obtain copy of P-RAP 
document(s).
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APPENDIX C 

Elements Included in the P-RAP 
Template

In this appendix, Table C.1 illustrates common elements included in the 
P-RAP template across sites and gives a sense of the variation among 
programs.
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TABLE C.1 

Comparison of Elements Included in the P-RAP Template Across Sites

Site Total Pages
Definition of 

SMART Goals
Example 

Goals

Detailed 
Steps to 

Achieve Goal

Barriers and 
Actions to 
Overcome 
Barriers

Resources 
Needed

Backup or 
Alternate 

Plan
Transition or 
Bridge Plan

California 
(Stockton)

1 — — — — — — —

Hawaii 50 X — X X X — X

Idaho 12 X — X X X — —

Illinois 12 X X X X X — —

Indiana 19 X — X X X X X

Kentucky 25 X X — — — — —

Michigan 12 X — X X X X —

Montana 8 — — — — — X —

New Jersey 26 X — X X X — X

New Mexico 20 X X X X X X X

Oregon 20 — — X X X — X

Virginia 12 X — X X X — —

West Virginia 4 X X X X X — —

Wisconsin 9 — — X X X X —

Wyoming 17 X X X X X — X

NOTE: — indicates element was not present in the site’s P-RAP document; X indicates element was present in the site’s P-RAP document.
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Abbreviations

C-A-D-E-T connect, analyze, decide, plan and execute, test
ChalleNGe National Guard Youth Challenge
CICO Check-In/Check-Out
P-RAP Post-Residential Action Plan 
SMART specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, time-bound
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