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Section I:  Introduction 
 
 
Background 
 

Before- and after-school, weekend, and summer programs for school-age children have a 
long history in the United States. Such programs are typically designed to augment the school day 
and/or the school calendar, creating a “second tier” of services that may focus on supervision, 
enrichment, recreation, tutoring, and other opportunities for school-age children and youth.  
 

Care for school-age children—before school, after school, and during school holidays 
and vacations when parents must work—has increasingly been cited as a “ . . . national problem 
that affects more and more families every year . . . The variety of models being used to meet the 
need is remarkable. School-age care is being provided in or by a wide variety of groups, including 
park and recreation departments, churches, Y’s, day care centers, family day care homes” (Baden, 
Genser, Levine, & Seligson, 1982, pp. 2-3). After-school programs have emerged as a national 
priority because of the learning, care, and safety issues they appear to resolve (Chung, de Kanter, 
& Kugler, 2000). Funders of these initiatives, however, may vary in the social goals they are 
trying to promote: for example, the social goals of programs include promoting learning, 
protecting children from hazards on the streets, keeping children from risky experimentation, 
helping children explore new interests, or forming adult-child relationships (Behrman, 1999; 
Seppanen, Love, deVries, Bernstein, Seligson, Marx, & Kisker, 1993).   
 
 
A Growing Push for Evaluation and Outcomes 
 

The most recent national study of before- and after-school programs found that programs 
are generally very limited in their capacity to conduct program evaluation directed at 
improvement or reporting impact to their external stakeholders (Seppanen et al., 1993). As of the 
early 1990s, efforts at quality control centered on state licensing or approval to operate by their 
state department of education (84% of the programs) or accreditation by a state or national 
accrediting organization (23%). Directors reported their evaluation procedures were primarily 
geared to the monitoring of program implementation. Further, given the high reliance of 
programs on parental fees as their primary source of revenue (estimated at almost all of the 
budget revenue in programs serving middle- to higher-income families to two-thirds of the 
revenue in programs serving concentrations of children from lower-income families), programs 
are hard pressed to set aside scarce financial resources to contract for evaluation services. 
 

The growing press for empirical program and child outcome data may be linked to two 
related needs: (1) the need to improve programming based on the specification of desired 
outcomes and assessment of program strengths and challenges linked to these outcomes, and (2) 
the need to demonstrate the effectiveness of a program in order to engage community 
collaborators, retain or gain additional funding, recruit staff, gain public recognition, and increase 
program participation.   
 

After-school programs operating across the United States are increasingly turning to 
program improvement tools, including accreditation, to focus on accepted standards of program 
quality. This attention to quality, however, does not necessarily include the identification and 
measurement of individual child outcomes as part of evaluation and improvement efforts (Chung 
et al., 2000). 
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The justification for public investment in after-school programs has heightened the need 

for evidence to document the impact of these initiatives on children. The proposed evaluation 
models to address these needs vary widely, however.1  Larner, Zippiroli, and Behrman (1999), for 
example, recommend the launching of a limited number of rigorous evaluations of program 
models that are important because they are based on strong theory or are being implemented on a 
wide scale. They posit, "The value that these new studies will have for policymakers, program 
designers, and advocates will rest on the rigor of the evaluation design and the choice of 
outcomes measured" (p. 17). To address the challenge of program improvement, they offer three 
substantive recommendations that focus on the financing of after-school programs: the 
identification and retention of qualified staff, and the promotion of public/private partnerships 
that afford programs access to resources and suitable facilities. 
 

In contrast, Chung et al. (2000) advocate the more broad-based adoption of a continuous 
program improvement model that creates a seamless system between program improvement and 
evaluation. They consider the process of establishing clear goals and outcomes as a first step in 
integrating the school and after-school curricula and designing appropriate, specific 
programming. Desired outcomes related to quality programming and public support for financing 
these initiatives are seen as an outgrowth of this model. 
 
 
Purpose of this Study 
 

This study was designed to provide information from two perspectives:  (1) a review of 
the literature related to evaluation and continuous improvement, and (2) the perspectives of 
evaluators and practitioners working in or with after-school  programs.  The report includes 
findings that are based on in-depth telephone interviews with 32 key players involved in the 
design and use of evaluation and continuous improvement strategies in after school programs, and 
focus groups or structured interviews involving approximately 150 administrators and 
practitioners working in these programs across the U.S.   
 

Findings have been organized into the following sections: 
 

• Key themes from the literature 
• Common characteristics of model processes 
• Self-reported factors associated with effective processes 
• How programs are making sense of evaluation and continuous improvement 
• Current capacity and resource needs of after-school programs 
• Suggestions from the field  
• Implications and recommendations 

                                                 
1  Although the models may vary, the authors (e.g., Larner, Zippiroli, & Behtman, 1999; Chung et al., 
2000) do agree on the current lack of, and need for, comprehensive, well-designed, longitudinal studies that 
focus on the cumulative effects of after-school programs. 
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Section II:  Key Themes from the Literature 
 
 

As a first step to conceptualizing what questions to ask after-school providers and evaluation 
consultants, we conducted a search of the literature associated with several evaluation approaches 
and organizational processes that focus on program quality and improvement.2 Five common 
characteristics of successful use of these approaches or processes emerged in our comparison of 
them:  
 

• A focus on clear, measurable goals and outcomes; 
 

• Involvement of players;  
 

• A culture in the organization that fosters the approach;  
 

• Adequate support for the efforts and for the players; and 
 

• A belief that growth is never done. 
 
 
A Focus on Goals or Outcomes 
 

First, a clear purpose keeps everyone working toward the same target. This not only affects 
staff buy-in (as discussed below), but also fosters heightened clarity in staff decision-making. A 
shared vision for the evaluation, continuous improvement (CI), or other endeavor ensures not 
only team sentiment and cooperation, but also helps people to align their improvement actions 
toward the goal. The conditions fostering organizational learning that are related to goals and 
outcomes include: 
 

• A clear mission and vision that is understood and shared by staff; and   
 
• Clear and established short-term and personal/professional goals (Leithwood, Jantzi & 

Steinbach, 1998, pp. 74-75). 
 

Second, the goal of evaluation should be clear and operationally defined so that progress can 
be measured. The literature regarding CI emphasizes that experiencing and celebrating small 
successes along the way will help change a culture to be focused on achieving results. Third, 
well-defined program goals and agreed-upon desired outcomes (both for the program and for 
service recipients) help staff members at all levels of the program align their actions and 
decisions and help make progress measurable.   
 
 

                                                 
2 The following content areas were reviewed:  action research, continuous improvement (CI), 
empowerment evaluation, learning organizations/organizational learning, participatory evaluation, total 
quality management in education and business, and utilization-focused evaluation. 
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Involvement of the Stakeholders 
 

Importance of buy-in.  Enabling significant levels of active involvement from all levels of an 
organization is identified as key by several evaluation and CI approaches. Such involvement 
allows practitioners to: 
 

• Engage in authentic analysis of their activities (e.g., action research); 
• Develop a sense of ownership (e.g., empowerment evaluation); and  
• Be more likely to use the evaluation findings because they are self-invested (e.g., 

utilization-focused evaluation).  
 

This key characteristic of effective efforts is linked to the “buy-in” of the staff who are 
usually on the front-line in gathering the information for evaluation and in implementing any 
changes. Not all approaches may agree on the foci of their goals. Accreditation approaches, for 
example, tend to focus on industry standards of quality, including the use of evaluation, but may 
not emphasize a process that is explicitly driven by a mission or set of goals and measurable 
outcomes focused on children.  
 

Importance of the “personal factor.”  Without stakeholder buy-in, as described above, the 
success of any approach will be hindered. Patton (1997) refers to this as the “personal factor,” 
emphasizing that the interests and commitment of an evaluation’s users must under gird an 
evaluation for it to work well. In the business improvement literature, this personal factor ranks 
highly, as well. According to Deming, a critical feature of TQM is to “involve everyone in the 
transformation” (Hughes et al., 1996, p. 521). Likewise, action research claims that dealing 
personally with people—rather than with representatives or agents—is a key factor to successful 
improvement efforts. 
 

Importance of engaging and empowering the stakeholders.  Most of the approaches 
examined here emphasize that the more that a project is “determined, implemented and used by 
participants, the more empowering the experience will be” (Upshur & Barreto-Cortez, 1995). For 
example, utilization-focused evaluation stresses that evaluators facilitate decision-making during 
evaluation, but the stakeholders must ultimately be in charge. Closer to the field of after-school 
programming, we see that active engagement of various key stakeholder groups is a core idea in 
the self-study phase of accreditation processes and some emerging program evaluation models 
[e.g., National School-Age Care Alliance (NSACA), North Central Regional Educational 
Laboratory].     
 
 
Culture of the Organization 
 

Characteristics of culture to promote improvement.  Having the appropriate atmosphere is 
crucial to the success of evaluation and CI efforts. The program must have a climate of 
cooperation, trust, good communication, security, sensitivity, and fairness. In such an 
environment, people involved in the program’s activities and improvement will be most able to 
risk changes and admit the need for on-going growth. The eight crucial characteristics of an 
improvement-focused organizational culture, as described in the TQM literature (Sashkin & 
Kiser, 1993, p. 77), are: 

 
1. Quality information must be used for improvement, not to judge or control people; 

 
2. Authority must be equal to responsibility; 
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3. There must be rewards for results; 

 
4. Cooperation, not competition, must be the basis for working together; 

 
5. Employees must have secure jobs; 

 
6. There must be a climate of fairness; 

 
7. Compensation should be equitable; and 

 
8. Employees should have an ownership stake. 
 
Establishing the right culture.  The characteristics of the needed TQM culture include 

reducing centralized control, de-emphasizing organizational structure, emphasizing open 
communication, and strongly encouraging creativity in developing new and better ways to do 
their jobs and cooperation among coworkers. In addition, there is an emphasis on group or team 
work on projects. 
 
 
Support 
 

Each of the approaches and processes reviewed here stressed the need for support in a 
number of areas in order for program staff and other key stakeholders to effectively using 
evaluation and CI processes, including:  
 

Technical support.  Several of the reviewed approaches addressed the role of a 
professional evaluator in supplying some of the needed technical assistance. For example, 
empowerment evaluation acknowledges that an outside evaluator should be charged with 
monitoring progress in order to keep the evaluation effort credible, useful, and in check. In 
addition, this evaluator should provide additional rigor, reality checks, and quality control 
throughout the process. Ongoing technical assistance and support is needed to make methods 
readily available and accessible to any practitioner who wants to practice them. 
 

Leadership support.  A number of the approaches reviewed explicitly note the need for 
commitment by the top administrators and the availability of a peer-based support network for 
these administrators. For example, in the business literature, sustained commitment by 
management is identified among the essential components of TQM (Berk & Berk, 1993). 
 

Training.  Training the stakeholders of an evaluation or the participants in any 
improvement effort is essential. To participate, they need to know how to design and conduct 
their plan to evaluate and improve. They also need training, at times, in the terminology and 
concepts that are associated with an approach, such as CI.  
 

Time and money.  Not surprisingly, among the listed factors that facilitate success for 
each reviewed approach, the need for adequate time and adequate funding appeared again and 
again. It is a seemingly universal experience for organizations, whether business, education, for- 
or not-for-profit, large or small, that the lack of an ongoing time commitment by staff members 
and the lack of ongoing funding to support activities related to the collection, analysis, and 
interpretation of data figure as major obstacles to organizations as they engage in improvement 
efforts.  
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A Belief that Growth is Ongoing and Never Done 
 

The idea that improvement processes are ongoing in nature is central to many of the 
approaches reviewed here. This theme centers on the perspective that certain actions result in 
ongoing improvement—specifically, a cycle of planning, acting, and reflecting—and a certain 
belief system that the work of improvement is never finished.   
 
 
Conclusions 
 

The literature reviewed here holds lessons for the processes of improvement in today’s 
world. Similarly, lessons from these areas, gleaned from improvement theory in business, 
education, and social service, may tell a valuable story to the field of before- and after-school 
programming. Clearly, key ingredients include a focus on clear, measurable goals and outcomes 
and the availability of technical support. At the same time, these ingredients, alone, are probably 
not sufficient. Two additional aspects of any process must be attended to. 
 

First, the people in the process, and not the process itself, are of utmost importance. The 
message is clear from this review of the literature that in order for improvement efforts to be 
successful, the stakeholders/staff/participants/users must be involved. They must be firmly 
planted in the middle of the process, making the major decisions about the evaluation or 
improvement effort; working together or with an evaluator to gather, analyze, and interpret the 
learning; and motivating the changes that result. This involvement helps improvement efforts be 
effective because it keeps the focus customized to the particular organization, keeps the staff 
interested and willing to invest time and work for improving, and keeps the staff committed to 
making the changes that are needed. Involving after-school program staff to the extent suggested 
by the literature may be difficult in evaluation situations where a very large organization wants to 
evaluate multiple sites or needs to standardize an improvement plan. 
 

Next, the onus is on the organization to create an atmosphere that is fertile for engaging 
effective change processes. Conscious attention to climate variables, such as trust, honesty, and 
sensitivity to diverse perspectives, can help create an organizational culture that is conducive to 
CI or the evaluation approaches reviewed here. The literature also indicates that the purpose of 
the evaluation should be clearly communicated to help keep everyone “on the same page.” The 
purpose of the evaluation or other change initiative may also affect how stakeholders think about 
why they should engage in the process (e.g., to report work done or apply for continued funding).   
 

If a program focuses its evaluation or CI efforts solely to these ends, their efforts may be in 
some ways contrary to CI ideas. This issue is similar to determining whether an evaluation is 
intended to be formative, for growth opportunity purposes, or summative, for the purpose of 
determining final worth. If a program’s evaluation purpose is to demonstrate success versus 
develop its own strengths (CI), they will experience different processes and foci than if they 
aimed for CI. One may reason that, if forced to choose between the two, most programs will 
choose the first (i.e., demonstrating success) when funding is an incentive. The implication of this 
issue, for before- and after-school evaluation and improvement efforts, is that if indeed the two 
purposes are as different as they seem, then:  
 

1. the purpose of any evaluation should be clearly specified to the participants, and  
 
2. these differences should be acknowledged in the design process by organizations’ 

evaluators and planners. 
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Section III:  Common Characteristics of Model Processes 
 
 

A number of after-school programs across the United States are actively engaged in 
evaluation and/or CI processes. In order to obtain a better understanding of the characteristics of 
processes currently considered to be “model” approaches, we systematically reviewed the written 
program descriptions and resource materials from 13 national or local organizations and 
conducted a content analysis of the responses of key players from these initiatives. Overall, we 
found that respondents are affiliated with, large, multi-site after-school programs, such as the 
Boys & Girls Club of America, LA’s Best, or the 21st Century Community Learning Centers. 
Others received funding from the United Way of America. 3  
 

We found the model evaluation/CI processes to have a number of common 
characteristics: 
 
 
A Reliance on Articulated Goals and Outcomes to Drive the Process 
 

Before- and after-school programs that are not clear on their program’s “purpose” may 
experience difficulty in planning a meaningful evaluation. Several program representatives 
described varying goals for after-school programs; that is, is the purpose of after-school programs 
to raise academic test scores, to provide children a safe place to spend time after school, to keep 
children in school, or something else? Some respondents perceived a growing tension between 
different types of after-school programs and the outcomes they hope to achieve. Specifically, they 
identified two camps of after-school programs—those focused on academic achievement and 
those oriented toward enrichment and recreation. This lack of unity in the field was seen as one 
hindrance to engaging in successful evaluation and CI for some programs. Respondents felt that 
possessing well-articulated goals or outcomes helped drive their improvement efforts.  
 
 
Involvement of Program Players  
 

Buy-in.  Well-developed models and approaches to evaluation and CI in after-school 
programs stress the importance of establishing buy-in from upper-level to front-line staff. As a 
result, stakeholders demonstrate their commitment to the effort and believe it is an endeavor worthy 
of their invested time. According to respondents, staff buy-in cannot be assumed, it must be 
established through clear communication about the relevance of the improvement and by actively 
soliciting the contribution of staff to the effort and providing training and support for them to do so.  
 

Ownership and input.  Program staff working within these model efforts feel that the 
after-school program, and its successes or failures, belong to them. They are involved to some 
extent in decision-making and directing the evaluation and/or CI effort. To generate a sense of 
ownership, the evaluation or CI plan is developed and implemented with stakeholders at each 
stage—it is not presented to them as a finished product to which they must conform. They feel 
accountable for the program’s improvement and, therefore, engage in the improvement process 

                                                 
3 In contrast, smaller, locally developed programs tend to either borrow all or part of a process from one of 
these larger organizations, develop an evaluation model that is unique to their program, or not have a 
formalized plan for evaluation/CI. 
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with gusto. Their sense of ownership includes a feeling of self-efficacy; that is, that their efforts 
can and will make a difference.   
 
 
A User-Friendly Design 
 

In order to be effective, evaluation and CI processes should be as user-friendly as 
possible, meaning that the processes used consider the current capacity of the program and staff. 
A process may look well-developed on paper, but if it is too unwieldy or the benefits do not 
outweigh the time consumed, processes will not yield the improvement desired. Of major 
importance to keeping processes feasible and user-friendly is capturing what really matters to the 
programs. 

 
In addition to being feasible, processes must be also appropriate for the program, such as 

using tools that gather the information needed to reflect the degree to which agreed upon goals 
are being met. For example, several programs, especially fee-based programs, explained their 
search for appropriate evaluation measures and their reliance on someone outside the program to 
develop them. 
 
 
A Reliance on Multiple Methods 
 

The model processes we examined typically involved at least some annual evaluation 
plan that included the use of surveys, observation and/or peer reviews of staff and site 
performance. Some processes also included pre- and post-tests to examine changes in children’s 
academic achievement (math, reading, and writing were the most common), attitudes (e.g., 
opinions of school), or behavior (e.g., school attendance). Some of the evaluation/CI processes 
also provided a standardized way to conduct frequent evaluation and improvement within a 
program. Examples of these include weekly tip sheets for staff, focus groups with children, and 
periodic checklists for quality at each of the program sites. These practices attempt to most 
effectively capture the big picture, not just a one-time “snapshot” of a program. Because multiple 
methods may produce a more accurate representation of a program’s strengths and needs, this 
practice helps in making evaluation and CI processes effective. At the same time, some programs 
are turning to multiple methods and outcomes as a way to be prepared to address the mandates of 
various funders and partners.   
 
 
A Balance Between Structure and Flexibility    
 

Respondents stressed the need to strive for a critical balance between a structured process 
and one that allows for flexibility. Effective processes must be orderly and yet maintain enough 
“room” to accommodate the uniqueness of each site.   

 
 

A Mix of Formal and Informal 
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The model processes described by many respondents are both formal and informal. By 
formal, we mean the use of structured, regular, periodic, and planned processes for evaluating 
and/or improving the program. Informal processes tend to refer to unstructured or less structured 
improvement processes that happen with greater frequency (often every day), and produce 
immediate and ongoing feedback for program.      
 
 
A Blending of Evaluation and Continuous Improvement 
 

A number of respondents described how they are blending evaluation and CI. These 
respondents saw evaluation as a one-time effort to address a question related to program 
improvement, while the use of CI was portrayed as the day-to-day “filler” to achieve a quality 
program. This intermingling of evaluation and CI, like that of the formal and informal processes, 
emerged as a way to cover “all bases;” that is, as a way to meet both internal and external 
mandates and to both assess their performance in terms of outcomes periodically and monitor 
their progress frequently.   
 
 
Conclusions 
 

Although existing model processes for evaluation and/or CI in after-school programs 
have a number of characteristics in common, they do illustrate there is more than one way to 
foster program quality and desired outcomes for children. These model processes draw from 
different evaluation approaches to achieve the end they desire. Several conditions were cited as 
contributing to making the processes work well: staff commitment to positive change in agreed 
upon goal areas and outcomes, a willingness of staff to work towards these goals and outcomes, 
and the design of user-friendly processes to get there. 
 

The implications of these findings for the field of before- and after-school programs may 
involve a conscience focus on including program staff into the evaluation and CI effort. It also 
involves a commitment to using those processes that are the most feasible and appropriate, given 
the context in which the program operates. A commitment to using multiple data collection 
methods is not to be taken lightly, particularly given the required resources to do so. At the same 
time, the current model approaches that are available call for, and rely on, more than one 
approach to collecting information in order to effect positive growth, both at the program-level 
and for children. As we will see in the sections that follow, after-school programs in the United 
States vary tremendously in their capacity to engage in evaluation and CI processes. 
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Section IV:  Self-Reported Factors Associated  

with Effective Processes 
 
 
In addition to identifying the common characteristics of model evaluation and CI processes, we 
sought to identify the perceived factors that are associated with these approaches. The responses 
from after-school program staff and consultant evaluators can be grouped into three major 
categories: key activities, qualitative features of the processes, and factors most closely associated 
with process effectiveness.  
 
 
Key Activities 
 

Data collection. The most common data collection activities included surveys 
administered to parents and/or children about their satisfaction with the program, attitudes about 
school, and perceptions about academic achievement. Surveys administered to program staff and 
site directors usually ask for their perceptions of the program, as well as about their work 
behaviors. In fewer cases, principals and possibly teachers of the related school(s) are surveyed as 
well.   
 

Data analysis.  The data used by programs include student grades, scores on standardized 
tests, writing samples, attendance records, and pre/post measures given by the program itself; the 
analysis of this type of data seemed to be directed at proving themselves to funders and 
improving the program. A few of the larger organizations spoke of using their data to 
comprehensively analyze age, ethnicity, English language learner status, neighborhood, and type 
of school; the analysis of this type of data seemed to be directed at future programming and 
impacting public policy. 

 
Support for the process.  A third, but less frequently cited, area focused on the use of 

training, workshops, and consultations to inform the evaluation and/or CI process. Program staff 
sometimes mentioned the opportunity to have professional development time as a CI activity, or 
they talked about their annual reviews and peer reviews as a means for overall program 
evaluation.   
 
 
Qualitative Aspects of the Processes 
 

Frequency of evaluation or other efforts.  Programs stated that they conduct formal 
evaluations (typically defined as having some structured review of information gathered about the 
program) at least once a year. Program funders tend to require a “formal” evaluation on an annual 
cycle. If the evaluation involves pre/post data, this is collected at the beginning of the school year 
and again toward the end. Programs identifying evaluation closely with accreditation, most often 
the fee-based programs, said they completed their most formal evaluation every three years (for 
accreditation renewal). At least one large organization, which uses its own evaluation model, also 
said they must complete it every three years. A major theme that emerged in this area is that the 
formal evaluation required at the end of the year for a grant is important, but it is the informal 
evaluations throughout the year that are the driving force behind CI.   
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Programs also indicated that, although they perform more structured evaluations at 
certain intervals, they also conduct less structured, more informal evaluation and/or CI with 
greater frequency; for example, monthly meetings to discuss challenges, weekly staff meetings, 
and weekly TIP (Toward Improved Performance) sheets shared with staff. Programs’ evaluation 
and/or efforts toward CI with the children tended to be frequent and less structured too. 
 

Internal versus external.   The majority of programs seemed to use a mix of internal and 
external evaluation, where the external was either a consultant or an accrediting or licensing 
agency. Most often, external evaluators look at program data and report on impact. Internal 
evaluation tended to be the job of a staff person or the shared job of site or program leaders, and 
tended to focus on staff performance, child progress, and programming decisions. One director of 
a large program said, “I always say internal evaluation is 75% professional development for us.” 
For programs that indicated a preference for external or internal evaluators, more indicated the 
importance of an external evaluator. This response, though, was tempered with perceived 
disadvantages of relying on an external evaluator without having an internal process. 
 

Sophistication of evaluation design.  Evaluation and CI plans in the field of before- and 
after-school programming vary in terms of their sophistication and complexity. The most 
prominent difference was that large organizations (e.g., Boys & Girls Club; 21st Century 
Community Learning Center; Afterschool, Inc.; LA’s Best) spoke rather directly to their overall 
evaluation design and models, while the smaller programs, usually in focus groups, spoke about 
specific evaluation activities. In other words, the large, multi-site programs we studied tended to 
articulate a formal evaluation design and model or system; that is, they often had a “name for the 
process.” The smaller, single-site programs tended to focus their responses on what types of data 
they collected and the types of instruments being used.  
 
 
Perceived Factors Associated with Process Effectiveness 
 

Respondents found it difficult to reflect on key factors associated with the effectiveness 
or lack of effectiveness of their evaluation/CI processes. Most respondents, when asked what was 
not working, moved directly to the lack of resources and/or staffing problems (discussed in more 
detail in Sections V and VI). Respondents focusing on the success or failure of the evaluation/CI 
process itself talked about the fit of the plan with the program and/or community, consideration of 
the program’s place in its development, alignment of funder and program goals, and the condition 
of key relationships. 
 

The appropriate fit of the evaluation plan.  Evaluation or CI efforts were often cited as 
successful when the community’s needs were considered, but as unsuccessful when rigid, 
“national” forms were used without being modified to reflect differences by region or 
community. Additionally, successful evaluation strategies considered the needs and perspectives 
of programs serving particular subpopulations of children. 
 

Developmental level.  The developmental level of the program was frequently described 
as a major factor in the effectiveness of evaluation/CI. When the age and related capacity of the 
program (i.e., the developmental level) was taken into consideration, programs’ seemed to feel 
that their evaluation was more accurate and useful. Although some programs told us that they are 
motivated to engage in CI, they described their current reality: “We’re still locked into trying to 
simply get programs going, and we’re pretty tied to day-to-day activities.”  
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Alignment of program and funder goals.  Although funders may have clear expectations 
of goals/outcomes for grantees, programs may not have made the changes necessary to align their 
mission and activities with these goals/outcomes. The respondents who participated in our 
interviews and focus groups frequently stressed that effective evaluation/CI can only happen 
when there is some cohesion between what the program does and what the funder wants. The 
issue becomes even more complex because programs may have multiple funding sources at any 
given time or may be shifting from year-to-year to different sources of funds without shifting the 
program mission or activities (or only making shallow changes in order to meet funder 
requirements). Programs see this as evaluating for “their goals and evaluation requirements” 
versus the program taking ownership of the goals and evaluation.   
 

Condition of key relationships.   Relationships among key players or organizations were 
frequently cited as having a significant influence on the effectiveness of evaluation and CI efforts 
in after-school programs. These key relationships include: 
 

• Relationship with the host organization. Whether or not the relationship with a 
program’s school or other shared facility is cooperative was described as being a factor of 
an effective process. Such relationships were described as supporting a program’s ability 
to focus on improving itself, rather than being held back by a poor relationship or not 
being seen as a vital part of the core mission of the school. If this were the case, then 
evaluation data tended to become a vehicle for “proving that the program is important” 
rather than improvement. 
 

• Relationship with an external consultant or agency. The relationship with the outside 
evaluator has a considerable effect for some programs. Program respondents seem to be 
most concerned that the evaluator “partner” with them, whether it be in sharing 
information or making a sincere attempt to take the perspective of the program while 
evaluating.   
 

• Relationship among program personnel. Finally, the leadership of the organization is 
widely recognized as having an effect on the success of an evaluation or CI effort. This 
theme emerged from a variety of respondents: program practitioners, program directors, 
and program evaluators. Program leaders send the clear message that evaluation and CI 
are important and assure that the necessary resources and time are devoted to it. 
Additionally, the competence and stability of the leadership was viewed as a condition 
that needed to be present before a program can hope to focus on sustained improvement.  

 
 
Conclusions 
 

The respondents who participated in these focus groups and interviews included program 
directors, practitioners, model developers, and evaluators, all of whom had a great deal to say 
about what they thought contributed to, or hindered, the effectiveness of their evaluation and CI 
processes. Their responses touched on each stage of their improvement process, from 
conceptualization to implementation issues. The message that came across the strongest is that the 
programs want the “most true” story of their experience to be reflected in an evaluation. This 
included considering the developmental phase of a program, having an evaluator who knows the 
program well, having the funder measure what the program really does, and considering their 
community’s needs and cultural identity. It seems that the characteristics of effective processes 
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described by the respondents in this study move away from a one-size-fits-all approach and more 
toward customized approaches. 
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Section V:  How Programs are Making Sense of Evaluation  
and Continuous Improvement 

 
 

After-school programs, like other educational and social services, are feeling the growing 
press for empirical program and child outcome data to meet multiple needs.  Over the past several 
years, researchers and evaluators across the country have developed expertise in conducting 
evaluations of school-age care programs and in assisting programs in using evaluation results for 
program improvement.  During the same period, an accreditation process has been launched 
through NSACA, the leading national organization for school-age care providers.  
 

Providers of after-school programs are trying to make sense of increased and, sometimes, 
competing requirements for information about their programs’ outcomes.  To understand how 
programs are making sense of evaluation and continuous improvement, it is important to 
understand the sources of pressure to use these processes, how they are using them day-to-day, 
and their perspectives regarding the utility of engaging them.   

 
 

Sources of Pressure 
 

The accountability environment for all education and human services agencies has 
changed. Funders, whether the government, foundations, the United Way or other community 
agencies, are, more than ever, asking programs to report on, and be accountable for, results. Our 
respondents, however, distinguish a number of sources of pressure for engaging in evaluation and 
CI on either an informal or more formal basis. 
 

Providers of out-of-school services are self-motivated to examine what they do.  Some 
experts and evaluators in the field think that, first and foremost, after-school practitioners seek 
feedback from children and parents because they want to have a good program. Through their 
work with programs, many evaluators find program staff self-motivated to improve their 
programs independent of what an external party would want to know.   

 
Evaluation and continuous improvement as assessment of participant satisfaction.  For 

many providers, evaluation with the children is conducted daily, focusing on the satisfaction of 
children. Most respondents, at this level, do not appear to link the degree of satisfaction with 
child outcomes other than continued participation. In particular, fee-based programs and 
programs that do not view changes in child performance as part of their mission, characterize 
themselves as focusing on “basic customer service evaluation.” They use customer surveys—
mostly parent and student surveys—because they find that children vote with their feet. If they do 
not like the program, they do not attend. For this reason, these respondents consider it crucial for 
middle and high school programs to obtain feedback from students.  
 

Some respondents indicate that parents just want the their children to be safe and in a 
setting where they are happy. Consequently, these practitioners do not feel the pressure to provide 
direct support for students’ academic achievement. Consequently, they are less likely to value and 
engage in more formalized evaluation that focuses on assessing child outcomes.   

 
We did hear some caveats to this basic theme. First, a majority of respondents look upon 

their programs as a service that matters to the entire community. Addressing the perceived needs 
of the community is a driver for evaluation and CI. Second, a few respondents noted that while 
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the after-school program during the school year is primarily less focused on student performance, 
the summer, where the program day runs for nine hours, should, at least from the perspective of 
some parents, result in outcomes for children.   
 

External pressures push programs toward more formal evaluation and continuous 
improvement processes.  Respondents identified four types of external pressure that seem to 
promote the use of evaluation and/or CI: 
 

• Funder requirements. Many experts and evaluators in the after-school field feel that the 
greatest pressure for programs to do formalized evaluations and to plan for CI comes 
from funders. The pressure to show outcomes in after-school programs is external; people 
doing outcomes work are doing it in response to pressure, not an internal epiphany. 
Although a knowledgeable internal champion is needed to provide leadership, it is the 
external pressure that is currently driving many efforts. Increasingly, funders want to 
support programs, whether community or school-based, that are effective in 
accomplishing specific outcomes, especially outcomes that will help schools meet 
academic standards. Although practitioners also said “funders require it,” a few 
respondents indicate they now have a dual purpose in doing evaluation. Their funders 
may require evaluation, but they see the need for the data for program planning. 
 

• Marketplace forces. Experts and evaluators commented that programs are motivated to 
survive in a competitive marketplace—participation in after-school programs is usually a 
voluntary decision and families do have choices. Programs that cannot rely on user fees, 
particularly those located in areas where families have less disposable income, must 
convince third-party funders that they are meeting the needs of their participants. 
Evaluation has become a tool for programs to say “this is how our programs work.” 
Programs can use their evaluations to market themselves, distinguishing, and setting, 
themselves apart from other programs. Additionally, if programs can demonstrate 
outcomes, there is a perception that their ability to fundraise will be enhanced.  
 

• A maturing of the field. Organizational theorists (e.g., Schein, 2001) discuss the life-
cycle of an organization, citing characteristics of an industry at birth, during adolescence, 
midlife, and maturity/decline. The field of before- and after-school care, now considered 
a recognized sector with its own culture, is moving into adolescence where the 
conformity pressures are maximum. At the same time, given pressures from funders, the 
field is evolving in new directions.   
 

• Requirements or priorities of a sponsor or host organization. After-school programs 
operating under the auspices of a larger organization are increasingly being asked to 
conform to accepted standards of quality (that may have been developed by the 
organization or adopted from some other source). We see these requirements and 
priorities to be distinct from conducting and submitting an evaluation report to the 
funder(s). 

 
o Programs that are affiliated with organizations that sponsor a number of school-

age care programs are more likely to have processes for maintaining quality. For 
example, Boys and Girls Club representatives all discussed the requirements for 
evaluation and CI by their parent organization. To be a Boys and Girls Club, the 
organization must work with the national organization’s Standards of Operating 
Effectiveness and Commitment to Quality. 
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o Many states and larger cities have developed requirements that some or all 

providers of school-age care must meet. Their requirements may be based on the 
national accreditation standards of the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children (NAEYC) or NSACA. Their requirements may be more or less 
specific about what processes providers must use to evaluate and what outcomes 
must be measured. School programs usually are not required to be licensed, but 
often do “follow all their guidelines.” Some states and cities are using 
accreditation to promote a level of program quality. Oklahoma, which has a 
tiered reimbursement system, uses accreditation (and their “Star” program) as 
their system of accountability for program quality. Madison, WI developed an 
accreditation process patterned after NAEYC standards when they began funding 
child-care and youth programs many years ago. They are currently developing 
standards for their middle school programs. The United States Defense 
Department has made accreditation an important requirement for external review 
of their after-school programs.   

 
o When programs have a relationship with a public school district and use school 

facilities, programs report they are more likely to be welcomed into the building 
if they can show benefits of their program for the school’s mission.     

 
o Noticeably absent from the conversations of our respondents, however, is the 

involvement of the after-school program leadership in school improvement teams 
that have grown up in response to state and federal accountability policies. Some 
programs that have been located in schools are citing real or potential 
competition from 21st Century Community Learning Centers who in many cases 
were “showing up in schools” where programs already exist. These programs 
appear to be responding to market pressures as they turn to accreditation “to 
show they are very high quality, to show the school district, to show the 
principals.” Programs that have relationships with research universities to 
evaluate their programs find researchers interested in additional or different 
questions than funders may be.   

 
The relationship between accreditation, evaluation, and CI, under these systems appears 

tenuous. For example: 
 

• Most evaluators who are currently engaged in evaluating after-school programs do not 
find that the programs they are evaluating feel pressured to pursue formal accreditation. 
For some programs, evaluators said, “Accreditation is not even on their radar.” 
Evaluators did not find funders asking programs to meet accreditation standards. 
Nevertheless, for the most part, programs were aware of the principles or the components 
that comprise a quality program. 

 
• The source of funding seems to impact which programs will seek accreditation. One 

evaluator thought, “From my experience, it seems to be privately-funded programs that 
use accreditation to show that they are at a certain level, whereas I think that a lot of the 
public and publicly funded programs are more going towards the route of evaluation.” 

 
• Where the state has strong licensing requirements, programs find it “hard to see the value 

of accreditation,” because it is costly in terms of time and money.    
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The Focus of Data Collection in Most Programs 
 

There is general consensus in the field that programs do collect some kinds of data and 
have always done so. For example, for a very small program, the staff probably has enough 
interaction with the parents and students to understand their needs and interests. Larger programs 
use a variety of survey techniques to get feedback from a greater number of students and parents 
than they could from one-on-one conversations. Some programs have been using discussion 
(focus) groups with the students and parents as well as satisfaction and interest surveys.   
 
 Types of data collected internally by programs.   The most common types of information 
that respondents think should be collected on an ongoing basis include: 
 

• Child attendance; 
 

• Satisfaction of children and parents; 
 

• Assessments of program quality; and 
 

• Needs in the community for education and recreation and the extent to which the program 
addresses critical needs. 

  
Data collection when an external evaluator is involved.  When programs become involved 

with an external evaluator, it tends to result in the collection of a broader range of data collection. 
Additionally, many evaluators and practitioners are interested in qualitative as well as 
quantitative sources of data. From the perspective of practitioners, anecdotal information offers 
better insights for program improvement. One evaluator described an approach that appears to be 
very customized to the local program context: 
 

The evaluator gathers data from the school district; from individual schools (principals, 
classroom teachers); from program staff (site directors, program leaders); from parents 
in the program; and from children. These data include standardized test scores, 
descriptive implementation information (training and equipment), and program needs 
from the provider’s point of view. Information collected from parents and children 
focuses more on their satisfaction with the program and whether they feel there is 
improvement at the child-level.  
 
 

Making Sense of Evaluation and Continuous Improvement:   
Perspectives from the Field 
 

The following is a summary of how the terms evaluation, CI, and accreditation are 
understood by practitioners when they are implemented.  
 

Evaluation defined.  Evaluation, when it is working well, is defined as a process that 
looks at program practices and outcomes. The process allows organizations or people to 
determine whether their practices help them to meet their goals. Evaluation provides products that 
can be fed back in a meaningful and timely way to the people who are being evaluated. It also 
emphasizes what it is going to take to make the program better. 
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Continuous improvement defined.  CI is seen as a little further down the continuum from 
evaluation. Some respondents defined it as organizational development. A number of 
practitioners currently see CI as an informal, everyday way of doing business. CI, at its best, is 
part of the ongoing operating environment of a program: meetings, periodic retreats and reviews, 
reflection on best practices. Both evaluators and practitioners in the field often defined CI as 
going beyond organizational development to changing the practices or procedures of an 
organization to meet the needs of their customers, their constituents, or their funders. Some 
respondents linked evaluation and CI, others did not.   
 

Accreditation defined.  Many practitioners see accreditation as a way to obtain the 
credentials or acknowledgement that a program is performing to a certain set of standards. The 
site is judged by very specific criteria that have been developed by an external agency.  
 

The NSACA system is described by practitioners as assessing how the program is 
operating. They see many of the standards (e.g., human interaction) as being related to positive 
outcomes for children. One respondent, close to the NSACA system, described it as being about 
CI and self-evaluation. Another respondent added: “Funders like Mott and 21st Century may not 
see accreditation as evaluation and continuous improvement.”   
 

Reflections of practitioners.  Our respondents made a number of points regarding the 
attributes of successful evaluation and CI processes:   
 

• Evaluation and CI should be seamless; 
 
• External evaluators must support CI in order for the two processes to come together; 

 
• An evaluation report prepared for a third-party does not provide information sufficient to 

inform CI—a snapshot at a point in time is not sufficient to develop and sustain a quality 
program; and 

 
• It may be useful to distinguish two types of evaluation: external evaluation, which is 

basically to provide evaluations that would inform funders, policy makers, or board 
members; and internal evaluation, where the main goal is self-reflection and would define 
the program philosophy, program goals, and monitor to see how the program is meeting 
these goals.   

 
 
Conclusions 
 

Within the field of before- and after-school programs, there is a growing awareness for the 
need for evaluation and CI. At this time, these concepts are, to varying degrees, understood and 
integrated into the day-to-day practices of programs. Many program staff describe the 
measurement of child and parent satisfaction and the use of accreditation as the methods of CI. 
Evaluation is something that is done by an outside expert to meet funder requirements. Of course 
there are exceptions, but this is closer to the norm for programs. For evaluation and CI to be 
effective in guiding program improvements that may be linked to child outcomes, what we know 
from the literature (Section II) and from model approaches (Section III) must become part of the 
organizational culture and operating principles of these programs. The current sources of pressure 
that programs feel to engage in these processes (e.g., funder requirements, marketplace forces, 
maturing of the field, requirements of sponsoring/host organizations) might be supported and 
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shaped to promote more widespread adoption and use of these strategies in promoting quality 
programming. The need to substantiate the impact of after-school programs may require data 
from a smaller number of well-controlled studies. This may be too great a burden to place on the 
average program. The voices of practitioners also point to a number of areas that may benefit 
from further development and attention: 
 

• Given the high level of awareness regarding evaluation and CI as concepts, the field may 
be ready for more intensive assistance and training to adopt and institutionalize these 
processes. 

 
• Accreditation is part of the mix of strategies for improving program quality, presenting 

both a threat and an opportunity related to the adoption and institutionalization of 
evaluation and CI processes. In terms of a threat, it may limit our vision of quality to one 
that is not driven by a set of outcomes for children. It may also serve as an opportunity, 
representing an established process that could be woven into a CI process if it was only 
slightly modified to be more outcome driven. 

 
• Shifting program purposes, missions, or stated goals to focus more on child outcomes 

represents deep change in an organization. Funding requirements and the priorities of 
sponsor/host organizations may provide sufficient pressure, but programs need strategies 
and approaches to bring about this change in thinking at the program level. Program 
leadership, in particular, needs to understand the programmatic changes that also need to 
occur—changes in hiring practices, scheduling, activities, materials, and so forth. 

 
• Children and youth in particular (and their parents) choose to enroll in an after-school 

program or not—this fact has a strong influence on providers as they set program goals 
and priorities, particularly if the program is fee-driven. The voices of children, youth, and 
parents, along with the broader community, must be considered along with that of 
funders.   

 
• The current push nationally for public schools to be accountable for academic outcomes 

is causing some distress within the field of after-school programming. Some respondents 
see this press as a threat to the deep beliefs they have about child and youth development 
and the role of after-school programs. Other program leaders see evaluation as an 
opportunity to gather and present evidence to the school community that these programs 
do have an impact. Certainly the architects of many 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers are viewing positive evaluation data as a vehicle for promoting the continuation 
of this initiative by school districts. At a minimum, programs need the tools and support 
to clearly articulate the “logic” of their program and how their efforts link to immediate 
outcomes for children and youth that, in turn, link to longer-term outcomes. Another, 
parallel strategy to consider is the infiltration of district and state accountability efforts—
how often is the director of an after-school program or a site coordinator asked to 
participate on a district or site school improvement team?  
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Section VI:  Current Capacity and Resource Needs  
of After-School Programs 

 
 

Although the use of evaluation and CI models in after-school programs appears to be 
growing, little information is available regarding the capacity that programs have to effectively 
incorporate these strategies into their standard operating procedures. Further, if programs do not 
have the capacity to take advantage of these models, there is a need to understand what is needed 
in order for them to do so.  

 
 
The Use of Evaluation / Continuous Improvement in Practice  
 

Current use of evaluation and/or continuous improvement varies across programs.  
Although selected after-school programs are making extensive use of outcome-driven evaluation 
and CI models, on average, programs across the United States vary significantly in the level of 
use of these strategies. Some programs use formal evaluation and/or CI processes, some programs 
use more informal processes, and still other programs use a combination of both formal and 
informal processes. The formal processes typically range from those that have been designed, 
either internally or by an external evaluator, to meet the specific needs of a program to those that 
have been designed for use as a part of an accreditation or licensing process. The informal 
processes include such things as informal conversations with parents, staff, students, and 
community members; suggestion boxes; staff or advisory board meetings; observations; and 
newsletters. Interestingly, the more informal processes do not, at their core, focus on outcomes 
for children—typically, they focus only on satisfaction with the program and/or the quality of 
program activities and functions.   
 

Programs vary in the degree to which the use of evaluation/continuous improvement is 
ongoing and internalized.  Regardless of whether programs are using formal or informal 
processes or putting outcomes for children at the center of their efforts, programs vary in terms of 
the degree to which evaluation and/or CI is embedded within the day-to-day program. While 
some programs internalize evaluation and CI and integrate it as a critical piece of the program, an 
equal number of programs seem to engage in it predominantly to fulfill external pressures (e.g., 
funder requirements). Other programs may have a strong desire to engage in CI and/or evaluation 
efforts but they struggle somewhat with the actual implementation or follow-through stage of the 
process, usually due to factors that we have termed capacity and resource needs. 
 
 
Perceived Factors Associated with Capacity to Use Evaluation and CI Processes 
 

Respondents (evaluators, program directors, and program staff) found it difficult to identify 
factors that promote the effective use of evaluation and CI by after-school programs. They tended 
to gravitate toward describing what they are able to do and what resources are needed to enable 
programs to engage in evaluation and CI. The following themes, therefore, reflect an analysis of 
perceived needs that, if addressed, might promote the effective use of evaluation and CI. Overall, 
respondents identified the following nine types of needs: 
 
Leadership.  Respondents cited leadership as a critical piece in the success of evaluation and/or 
CI efforts. First and foremost, there must be a leader within the program who is interested in 
evaluation and/or CI and who will make it a priority for the program. Second, it is important to 
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have a measure of stability among senior staff who provide this leadership. Finally, if the 
program focuses on student outcomes, it is critical for the leadership within the school district 
(not just the after-school program coordinator or director) to have a vision that includes the after-
school program.     
 
Peer-based learning and support.  Respondents mentioned the need for peer-based learning and 
networking opportunities both within and across programs in a region. These facilitated meetings 
allow for program staff to discuss programmatic issues and to share ideas with others working in 
the after-school field. Respondents also mentioned that it would be helpful to visit other programs 
and/or to review the evaluation reports produced by other programs. Some respondents suggested 
that informational sharing among program staff should focus on evidence-based models and 
strategies rather than totally relying on program-by-program evaluation and CI. 

 
Staffing.   After-school programs struggle with multiple issues related to staffing—issues that 
either directly or indirectly affect evaluation and CI efforts: 

 
• Staff roles needed to conduct evaluation- and/or CI-related activities, 
• Staff having enough time to be involved in data collection and in using the findings, 

and  
• The impact of staff turnover on evaluation/CI efforts and overall program quality.   

 
Some respondents could describe activities they are implementing that allow for positive 

things to happen related to CI and/or evaluation:  
 
• Explicitly reviewing the program mission and NSACA standards with job applicants 

to make sure they understand and “buy-in” to the program; 
 
• Adding data management responsibilities to a clerical position; 

 
• Adding management/oversight of the outcome data collection and analysis process to 

a central office administrative position; 
 

• Adding responsibility for staff training in data collection and entry to a central office 
administrative position;  

 
• Hiring consultants to handle specific functions: instrument design, data entry and 

analysis, report preparation, facilitation of meetings where data are reviewed; 
 

• Adding a site manager position to work intensely with part-time staff and volunteers 
to strengthen programming and to promote more “mid-course” corrections (e.g., 
manager provides assistance and oversight in design of activities, observes and gives 
feedback to staff/volunteers regarding their instruction and interactions with 
children). 

 
Procedures for staff to reflect on data.   For evaluation and CI to have an impact on the 

program, results must come back to the program and be incorporated into planning and day-to-
day decision-making. Evaluators and program directors mentioned using the following types of 
strategies: 
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• Using staff meetings as a place to share and discuss both positive and more negative 
findings and their implications for improvement; 

 
• Focusing the content of staff training on areas identified for improvement; 

 
• Presenting and discussing evaluation data as part of meetings of site coordinators 

(particularly if the program has multiple sites) and incorporating this information into 
planning and goal setting; and  

 
• Presenting and discussing evaluation data as a regular part of the advisory or board 

meeting agenda. 
 

At the same time, many respondents discussed how the lack of staff time is an issue in 
their capability to engage in evaluation and/or CI. For some programs, making time for the 
overall process is difficult, while for other programs time is a constraint because it is difficult for 
front-line staff members to incorporate evaluation and/or CI activities into their daily routines.   
 

Many respondents indicated that without additional time and money, they did not see how 
they could incorporate evaluation and CI into the daily routine of staff. They cited the need for 
resources to free up staff to design data collection instruments; to collect the data; or even to 
examine the information gathered and reflect/act on it. Because many of these after-school 
programs are understaffed, there is an opportunity cost involved in engaging in evaluation and CI 
processes; that is, if staff engage in evaluation efforts, then they are not doing something else that 
is equally as important, such as spending time with the children. Others noted the need for time to 
reflect on what they learn from engaging in evaluation and CI processes. Many expressed 
frustration that the effort involved in evaluation does not include the time to reflect on the 
results—to think strategically. Where evaluation and CI is part of the program, staff energy tends 
to focus on collecting the data, not on using it. 
 

Computer technology.  Access to, and use of, computer technology contributes to the ability 
of program staff to engage in data collection related to evaluation and CI. Some respondents 
discussed computer technology they are using in order to collect data. Data being collected 
includes attendance information, scores related to outcome measures for children, and on-line 
survey results. Most respondents favor these computer programs because they require less 
paperwork, allow for the collection of some “real-time” results, and result in data that are “more 
pleasing to the eye” and less difficult to read due to handwriting illegibility.  
 

Technical resources.  Respondents cited a number of technical resources that would promote 
the use of evaluation and CI. The availability of technical resources may be a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for programs. Respondents envisioned the following types of resources:  
 

• A website that includes information on evaluation and CI activities, such as how to obtain 
resources and materials related to conducting evaluation and CI, as well as samples of 
easy-to-use instruments, helpful hints, and lessons learned. The site could include 
computer-assisted evaluation resources that could be adapted for use in reporting to 
various funders; 
 

• A framework to help practitioners see the link between evaluation, accreditation, and CI; 
and 
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• Standardized forms for assessing “good programming” on an ongoing basis (that can be 
adapted to the local context of the program). The standard for good programming should 
be based on the research and not just on what parents want.  

 
Outside experts and technical assistance.   Often, programs reported that it was helpful and 

useful to have an external evaluator working with them. These experts can provide both the 
evaluation expertise that staff members do not possess and an independent view of the program. 
Some respondents felt that by hiring an external evaluator they would not burden their staff with 
evaluation activities.  
 

Despite the positive response most programs had to using external evaluators, it does not 
come without problems, specifically if the evaluator has not taken the time to fully understand the 
program (i.e., the program mission, its clientele). Although many respondents felt they needed an 
external evaluator who would design the evaluation, conduct the data collection activities, and 
write a final report (i.e., the external evaluator would be responsible for the entire evaluation 
process), other respondents felt that access to technical assistance and resource people would be 
more beneficial to helping them engage in evaluation and CI activities within their specific 
programs. Here, respondents commented on the need for 

 
• Funds to buy evaluation and technical assistance to use internally;  

 
• A team of regional advisers who could assist them in conducting informal evaluations;  

 
• Technical support in data collection and analysis. 

 
The role of funders.  Funders also have a role in fostering program capacity. Some 

respondents expressed frustration with the need to conduct evaluation and CI efforts simply to 
satisfy funder requirements, particularly when funding agencies do not specify the evaluation 
requirements ahead of time or when funding agencies change the evaluation reporting 
requirements during the grant period. This lack of clarity limits programs in developing and using 
workable procedures over time.  Additionally, funders need to provide clear signals to grantees 
regarding the amount of funds that should be devoted to evaluation and CI. Similarly, if funders 
are going to expect a rigorous evaluation or accreditation, they should allow grant resources to be 
devoted to these activities or make the needed resources available to programs through other 
means. 
 

Funding.  Many respondents commented on the need for additional funding for a variety of 
purposes, the most basic focusing on the need for more stable funding. Respondents also noted 
that many community-based organizations have trouble getting sufficient funding just to keep 
basic program operations going. The idea of evaluation may be appealing, but even if it occurs, 
respondents lamented the lack of resources to make recommended changes to improve program 
quality.    
 
 
Conclusions 
 

Respondents offered a wide variety of examples of how they and their colleagues engage 
in CI on a daily basis. This is the good news: program improvement is on their minds. The bad 
news is that the more informal processes described by respondents do not, at their core, focus on 
agreed upon outcomes for children (e.g., outcomes in the areas of personal/social development, 
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adult/child relations, or academic achievement). It is this finding that represents the challenge for 
programs in the coming years. 
 

The major needs outlined by respondents offer an informed beginning for thinking about 
what programs need in order to become more effective users of evaluation and CI: leadership 
development and support; opportunities for peer-based learning and support; creation of new staff 
roles; the identification of standard, recurring, procedures that could realistically be built into the 
work day to allow staff to reflect on data; the use of computer technology; access to technical 
resources, including outside experts and technical assistance; the expectations of funders; and 
access to additional funding. Players, at all levels, who have an interest in promoting the use of 
evaluation and CI might consider how their efforts could be adapted or augmented to focus on 
these needs.   
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Section VII:  Suggestions from the Field   
 
 

The many individuals who served as key informants for this study represent practitioners 
working in the field of after-school programming, individuals involved in developing resources to 
facilitate evaluation and CI, and evaluators currently working with programs. Thus, they 
understand what staff members are motivated to do and are capable of implementing around 
evaluation and CI processes at this time.  
 

Respondents provided a rich variety of suggestions regarding areas of work that might 
strengthen the quality of after school programming and the ability of programs to engage in 
evaluation and continuous improvement.  The suggestions tend to focus on what respondents 
would like to see in practice and do not necessarily offer specific strategies. The range of 
responses cluster into two overarching themes:  (1) Building an “infrastructure” to promote the 
quality of after-school programming nationwide; (2) Supporting efforts that build the capacity of 
after-school programs to engage in evaluation and CI.  
 
Infrastructure 
 
 Respondents focused on three areas that, if addressed, would enhance the overall quality 
of programming: (1) a need to professionalize the field and reduce high rates of staff turnover, 
which contributes to a basic lack of program stability; (2) a need to build public awareness and 
support for the role that after-school programming can play in the healthy development of 
children and youth; and (3) the need for public policies that provide an adequate and stable base 
of funding for programs. 
 
 Professionalize the field of before- and after-school programming.  One of the issues 
that many before- and after-school programs face is a high rate of staff turnover. Many 
respondents view the professionalization of the field and a reduction in staff turnover as drivers of 
program quality. Additionally, many respondents commented that, in order to go through an 
accreditation process, conduct an evaluation, or engage in CI, there needs to be a stable core of 
staff. Several respondents noted how a lack of staff stability both contributes to lower quality 
programs and challenges any attempt to engage in evaluation or CI efforts.   
 
 Tangible suggestions for initiatives include:  
 

• Supporting systemic quality efforts versus CI efforts, meaning compensation strategies, 
training systems and models (both preservice and professional development), training 
approval boards, professional registries for staff;  

 
• Supporting the development of a universally endorsed training process that is required as 

a condition for entry into the field so that when staff move from one program to another 
they would not need to be retrained;  

 
• Supporting the development of certificate programs for staff serving in leadership roles; 

and  
 
• Supporting the development of an incentive system to promote staff retention (e.g., an 

award program, scholarship program).  
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 Build public recognition and support for before- and after-school 
programming.  Many respondents see the need for public engagement in a national 
discussion of, and greater consensus about, the key outcomes for which after-school 
programs should strive. Respondents noted that an increased awareness by the public 
about the importance of before- and after-school programming in achieving these 
outcomes may then lead to more sustained funding for these types of programs. 
Respondents also noted a need to nationally communicate the purpose of these programs, 
because ultimately they are sustained with public funds. Respondents also highlighted the need 
for greater awareness—among program designers, staff members, parents, members of the public 
school community, the public generally—of the characteristics of quality programming that 
supports outcomes for children and youth. Finally, some respondents see the need for vehicles to 
promote conversations among various groups who have the potential to shape programming for 
children and youth, such as members of the before- and after-school profession; educators 
including principals, teachers, and school superintendents; researchers, including people who 
understand youth development. These conversations need to go beyond individual programs to 
consider the child's entire day. 
 

 Inform public policy development.  Respondents commented on four critical 
areas of public policy that affect the quality of after-school programming:  
 

• Policies that would allow for sustained public funding of before- and after-school 
programs, including the infrastructure to build quality programs (e.g., raising wages, 
development of training systems, technical assistance systems); 

 
• Policies that elevate the overall level of public investment in these types of programs;  

 
• Policies that promote greater rates of reimbursement; and 

 
• Policies related to licensing.   

 
Many respondents commented that various foundations and non-profit organizations have 

played a critical role as program funders. In order for the system to grow, however, there must be 
more public investment.  
 
 
Build Program Capacity to Engage in Evaluation and Continuous Improvement  
 
 Respondents highlighted a number of areas related to building program capacity: (1) a 
need for mechanisms to align funder-specific evaluation requirements; (2) a need for practitioners 
to develop the knowledge and skills to engage in evaluation and CI; (3) a need for sustained 
technical assistance and support; (4) a need for guidelines related to tailoring evaluation and CI 
efforts to the developmental status of the program; and (5) a need for user-friendly, but 
technically sound, strategies for measuring important non-academic outcomes of after-school 
programming for children and youth. 
 
 Promote the alignment of funder-specific evaluation requirements.   After-school 
programs may receive financial support in the form of grants from multiple sources that change 
over time. Funders typically ask grantees to focus on a particular need or purpose, which may or 
may not be left to the program to determine. Additionally, funders are increasingly asking for 
evidence that the program is having a desired effect on enrolled children. This situation 
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contributes to three scenarios: (1) programs learn that in their grant application(s) they must 
dedicate themselves to a different mission or purpose or to multiple purposes at the same time, 
but do not embrace the deep organizational change that is necessary to operationalize this shift; 
(2) programs find themselves having to address multiple, sometimes conflicting, evaluation 
requirements; and (3) evaluation reporting is done to meet the funder’s requirements rather than 
for program improvement.   
 
 While respondents saw a shift away from being so dependent on short-term grant funding 
as the ultimate solution, they did offer a number of ideas to address the issue in the short term. 
Interestingly, the ideas generally centered on getting the funding agencies to work more closely 
together to align their current evaluation requirements, perhaps by simplifying the evaluation and 
CI processes or by providing a framework for how they can fit together. Other respondents hoped 
there could be better coordination among funders regarding surveys and other data collection 
instruments, because they are frustrated by having to administer a different data collection 
instrument for each funder.  
 
 Provide skill-building opportunities for practitioners.   Several respondents 
stressed the role of training and peer-based learning opportunities as vehicles for 
promoting quality programming. Additionally, respondents commented on the need for 
program leaders and staff members to develop skills related to evaluation and CI. 
Specific opportunities that respondents see being part of skill-building efforts include:  
 

• Comprehensive models for staff training and development (rather than “spot” training); 
 
• Being exposed to successful programs and evaluation/CI models, including site visits; 
 
• Opportunities for learning together (e.g., visiting other sites, networking, and 

collaborating on best practices); 
 
• Facilitated regional meetings where directors can meet and share their experiences and 

ideas; 
 
• Training linked to, and resulting from, CI efforts; 
 
• Vehicles for sharing data and training materials across programs; and 
 
• Support for staff retreats to reflect on evaluation data. 

 
Promote ongoing systems of technical assistance related to evaluation and continuous 

improvement.   Many respondents believe that in order to help programs effectively engage in 
evaluation and CI processes, the evaluation process needs to be more accessible. As noted above, 
some suggested that one way to do this is to provide training for program staff in the areas of CI 
and evaluation. Others suggested the development of a technical assistance and support system 
for programs. Respondents indicated a need for outside experts when developing an evaluation 
design and interpreting findings.  
 
 Respondents both offered examples of workable technical assistance systems that are 
currently available to them and ideas for the development of other resources. In particular, 
respondents in the Upper Midwest cited the North Central Regional Educational Laboratory 
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(NCREL) and the website they have developed to offer “tips” and evaluation resources. 
Respondents identified the following technical resource needs and ideas: 
 

• Technical assistance to support a program through the evaluation process; 
 
• Access to external teams who can assess the status of a program and help with re-design; 
 
• Access to “very user-friendly” evaluation measures and analysis tools;  
 
• Access to a web-based bank of assessment items that are organized by core outcome area; 
 
• Assistance in interpreting evaluation findings; and 
 
• Access to external evaluators who are familiar with after-school programs. 

 
 Promote the articulation of guidelines, benchmarks, and expectations for programs in 
different phases of implementation.  Several respondents feel frustrated with the idea that all 
programs are being measured with the same yardstick, when they are at very different phases of 
program development and implementation. Participants want benchmarks that indicate what to 
focus their evaluation and CI efforts on given their developmental status. Others want to see 
examples of model evaluations and surveys that could be used at different points in a program’s 
existence.   
 
 Develop methods for measuring non-academic outcomes.  After-school programming 
has a legacy in childcare with a focus on child development and recreation. Currently, this type of 
program is being looked to by funders as a vehicle for supporting academic outcomes of children 
and youth. Not unexpectedly then, the comments of respondents reflected the range of outcomes 
that after-school programs might see as their primary purpose. Many respondents see a need for 
rigorous, but user-friendly, measures of non-academic outcomes (e.g., citizenship, social skills, 
motivation, self-esteem, attitudes, resilience). The intent of using these measures for many 
respondents centers on demonstrating the impact of after-school programs in addressing these 
other aspects of a child's development. A few respondents, however, acknowledge that these non-
academic outcomes should represent immediate effects that contribute to desired longer-term 
outcomes: school attendance, academic achievement, school grades, school drop-out prevention, 
and high school graduation. Respondents cited the following specific needs: 
 

• The articulation of outcomes and development of measures related to “prevention”; 
 
• The development of measures related to aspects of personal and social development (e.g., 

self-esteem; a feeling of family and belonging; feelings of self-worth, mastery); and 
 
• The development of evaluation tools to address the full age-range of children 

participating in after-school programs, particularly children in the upper elementary and 
middle school grades.   

 
 In discussing these needs, respondents tended to focus on the need to specify outcomes 
and develop measures that reflect what they perceive “good” after-school programs to already be 
doing. Implicitly, then, we can conclude that the desired focus should not necessarily be on 
strategies to realign programs to address more academic outcomes for children and youth. 
Respondents stressed, however, that measures need to be user-friendly and cost-effective.  
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Conclusions 
 
 The after-school field, as represented by our respondents, sees two major areas of need: 
(1) strengthening the “infrastructure” of after-school programs in areas perceived as critical to 
enhancing program quality, and (2) building program capacity to engage in evaluation and CI by 
addressing a number of current needs. In their present form, these findings reflect what 
practitioners and evaluators would like to see in practice.   
 
 What has not been articulated are the specific strategies that might undertake to promote 
work in one or more of these areas. If any of the highlighted areas appear viable, a next step 
might involve further reflection on how, and with whom, these efforts might be undertaken. 
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Section VIII:  Implications and Recommendations 
 
 

 The findings presented in the previous sections highlight a number of key contextual 
issues that must be factored into the design and use of evaluation and continuous improvement 
processes with before- and after-school programs:   
 
 First, there exists a fairly wide gap between what we learned in our review of the 
literature related to evaluation/continuous improvement strategies and what is happening in 
practice in after-school programs.  This gap is attributable to many factors:  a number of core 
issues (e.g., staff turnover, lack of an adequate and stable based of funding, lack of pre-service 
training/professional development opportunities) that both limit the quality of programs and the 
ability of key players to engage in evaluation and continuous improvement; the lack of consensus 
about the role that after-school programs should play in promoting specific child outcomes (both 
academic and non-academic); the organizational culture of many programs that centers on a 
belief that the focus should be on child development, recreation, and enrichment, rather than 
supporting a narrow definition of academic achievement. 

 
 Second, programs vary tremendously in the resources, knowledge base, and skills that 
may be brought to bear on the use of evaluation and continuous improvement.  Some programs 
operate as part of a larger system and are given specific direction and resources; others are “on 
their own” with minimal support. 
 
 Third, the “problem” of infusing evaluation and continuous improvement into the daily 
practices of program staff is not a purely technical issue (i.e., centering on the need for technical 
resources).  It will also involve a huge set of adaptive responses on the part of the system, 
focusing on issues related to whose goals will drive the process, changes in administrative and 
staff roles and behaviors, changes in how program decisions are made, changes in how resources 
are deployed in programs, etc. 
 
 Fourth, a number of related strategies are at play to promote program quality (i.e., 
accreditation) that conceptually do not fit at this time in an overall framework for evaluation and 
continuous improvement.  

 
 Given these factors, we offer the following recommendations for consideration by both 
the designers and users of evaluation and continuous improvement processes in before- and after-
school programs.   
 

1. Support efforts that lead to the development and dissemination of multiple 
evaluation and continuous improvement models that vary in terms of complexity.  
There are two aspects to this recommendation.  First, the fact cannot be ignored that 
programs are unique and developing entities and that evaluation purposes and capacity 
change over time.  This stance, makes the “tier” evaluation model developed by Francine 
Jacobs particularly relevant (Jacobs, 1988).  The five levels move from generating 
descriptive and process-oriented information at the earlier stages to determining the 
effects of programs later in their development.  The tiers are structured to reflect the 
development of evaluation capacity and the goal of accountability for outcomes.   These 
tiers are: 
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Tier 1:  Needs assessment 
Tier 2:  Monitoring and accountability (who is served, what services are provided) 
Tier 3:  Quality review and program clarification 
Tier 4:  Achieving outcomes 
Tier 5:  Establishing impact 
 

It is important to note that the tiers should not be viewed linearly; meeting the 
evaluation needs of a program and its stakeholders requires the flexibility to move back 
and forth from tier to tier and to combine different activities across tiers.  The tiers, in a 
sense, also integrate the use of accreditation and the assessment of child/parent 
satisfaction (commonly pointed to by program directors as examples of continuous 
improvement processes).  

 
Second, the leadership in many programs would be overwhelmed by seeing a 

complete handbook or manual of every step in an evaluation/CI process.  One thought is 
to support the development of resources that break the information down into a series of 
discrete steps.  The average program director never sees the whole process in print – that 
is a resource tool for the evaluation consultant.  Some of the web-based materials that I 
have seen being developed for use by youth prevention programs are taking this 
approach.   

 
 

2. If there is a need to demonstrate that after-school programs can have an impact on 
student performance, invest in a smaller number of studies that involve the 
examination of well-implemented program models.  Funders might support evaluation 
efforts in selected states.  Right now, we see the need to (a) establish that this type of 
programming can have an impact, and (b) support programs in quality improvement 
efforts.  We are not confident the average program can address both of these needs.  It is 
beyond the capacity of most after school programs to engage Tier 5 level evaluation at 
this time.  We see that only a subset of programs, with support, are engaging in Tier 4.    

 
 

3. If child and youth outcomes are to be the core of any evaluation and continuous 
improvement process, the average program needs access to user-friendly resources 
for articulating them and re-shaping their program to promote their achievement.  
By resources, we are referring to written materials (that could be web-based) that present 
various program logic models and the range of outcomes domains that might be expected  
(e.g., enrichment, personal & social skill development, academic achievement, etc.).  
Information needs to made available to evaluators and program leaders regarding the 
immediate and longer term outcomes that might be expected from particular after-school 
models and examples of step-by-step consensus-building processes.  At this point in time, 
efforts that the average director describes as continuous improvement are focused on 
child and parent satisfaction as the outcome.  We therefore see a need for process tools 
for program planners and leaders to use with key stakeholders to reshape a program 
mission, target outcomes, and activities/staffing patterns that might be expected to result 
in these outcomes.   
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4. Since funder requirements and the priorities and requirements of sponsoring/host 
organizations processes appear to influence after-school programs, a national 
coalition  may want to directly support and shape these priorities and requirements.   
A number of efforts appear to be in the development and early stages of implementation.  
The development of a model process and technical support materials is necessary, but not 
sufficient, for program-level implementation.  Most of the model processes we examined 
have yet to be widely institutionalized at the program-level.  Mere descriptions of these 
processes will not help others effectively adopt and institutionalize them.  The 
identification or “what it takes” to achieve this institutionalization is key information that 
might help designers of these processes to (a) understand what capacity needs to be 
developed at the program level, and  (b) how this capacity is best developed and 
sustained.    

 
 

5. Since accreditation is an accepted part of the strategies that programs view as 
continuous improvement, efforts should focus on exploring what it would take to 
modify the process so that it is more outcome driven and accessible to programs.  
Modifications might occur at two levels:  (a) refinement of the standards so they are 
linked to a set of agreed upon outcomes for children and youth, and (b) the modification 
of any standards related to evaluation to stress a need to be outcome driven, including 
evidence that an evaluation and continuous improvement process is in place to produce 
data for use in program improvement and reporting of results.  Additionally, attention 
must be given to the resources (time and money) needed to undertake the accreditation 
process—what options are available to programs with limited resources? 

 
 

6. Promote the infusion of basic information about evaluation and continuous 
improvement into training and professional development efforts with after-school 
program leaders and staff.  At a minimum, efforts should focus on developing some 
“training modules” that could be made available to practitioners via the Web. The 
problem will be finding the training and professional development systems to infuse this 
information.    

 
 

7. Promote the participation of the after-school sector in national, state, and local 
educational accountability systems.  Public school superintendents and principals, in 
particular, are facing federal, state, and district-level accountability policies.   These 
accountability processes are under development at the state level to meet Federal Title I 
requirements.  Additionally, we are seeing many urban school districts instituting school-
level accountability systems.   We have yet to see, however, the involvement of 
representatives from after-school programs on district or school-level improvement 
teams.  Waiting to approach the school superintendent or principal when outcome data 
are available may be too late for a program operating with short-term grants. 

 
 

8. At another level, there is a need to consider how children and youth spend their out 
of school time and the development of resources/options within a community that 
promote the productive use of out-of-school time.  The focus of this study ended up 
being on programs that enroll children and youth on a more formal basis.  We see the 
need for approaches that members of a community might use to engage in evaluation and 
continuous improvement using the entire community as the unit of analysis.   
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9. Promote the development of low-cost model approaches to technical assistance and 
support for programs.  We are not referring to the more elaborate systems that the 
Federal government has established, but to strategies that provide peer support and 
effectively help program leaders figure out what they need and how to get it. Options 
might include peer study group processes, leadership circles,4 or web-based approaches.  
We are learning that to be effective, technical assistance and support needs to put the 
recipient more in the “driver’s seat.”   

 
 

10. Continue efforts to address key infrastructure issues that appear to limit the 
effective use of evaluation and continuous improvement in after school programs.  
Approaches might involve the initiation of strategies to address key issues that cannot be 
“worked around” such as the need for pre-service and professional development models.  
For those that are complex and tied to funding (e.g., the need to reduce staff turnover, the 
limited time that part-time staff have to engage in evaluation and continuous 
improvement activities, the lack of training and professional development systems), 
support the development of evaluation and continuous improvement models that 
explicitly take these issues into consideration. 

 

                                                 
4  A strategy developed by the Management Assistance Program for Nonprofits with support from the 
McKnight Foundation.  See their World Wide Web site (http://www.mapnp.org/library/circles/ldrscrcl.htm) 
for more information. 
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Appendix A:  Method 
 
 

Guiding Questions 
 

1. What are the characteristics of effective continuous improvement/evaluation (particularly 
participatory, collaborative, empowerment, utilization-focused) processes in related 
sectors (particularly K-12) that could inform the development and use of these processes 
with after-school programs?   

 
2. Who are the primary intended users of evaluation data in after-school programs? What 

information do these stakeholders need and for what purpose(s)?   
 

3. What capacity do after-school programs have to contribute to or engage in effective 
continuous improvement/evaluation processes? 

 
4. What resources do after-school programs need to more effectively contribute to or engage 

in effective continuous improvement/evaluation? 
 

5. What are the characteristics of effective continuous improvement/evaluation processes 
currently being used with after-school programs?  What has worked less well? 

 
6. What strategies might the Mott Foundation use to build the capacity of after-school 

programs to effectively contribute to or engage in effective continuous 
improvement/evaluation? 

 
 
Review of Relevant Literature 
 

Prior to designing data collection instruments, study team members completed a review 
of the relevant literature in the following areas to identify key themes that might inform data 
collection and interpretation (guiding question 1 above).  The following content areas and 
evaluation approaches were reviewed:   
 
• Accreditation systems for programs providing care and education of children/youth; 
• Action research; 
• Continuous improvement; 
• Empowerment evaluation; 
• Learning organizations/organizational learning; 
• Participatory evaluation; 
• Total quality management in education and business; and 
• Utilization-focused evaluation. 
 

Team members completed a thematic analysis of available documents, focusing 
predominantly on articles and books published since 1990 (one resource dating back to 1953 was 
used).  Themes were identified related to:   
 

• Definition; 
• Purpose/rationale behind model or strategy; 
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• Key roles of players in process; 
• Typical process followed; 
• Values/premises and distinguishing characteristics associated with model or strategy; 
• Common factors that facilitate success in using the model or strategy; and 
• Common factors found to inhibit effective use of model or strategy. 

 
Abstracts of each content area and evaluation approach appear in Appendix C. 

 
 
Instruments 
 

The study team developed a number of instruments to gather information to address 
guiding questions 2-6. 
 

Exploratory Interview Protocol.  Study team members completed structured interviews 
with 13 respondents via the telephone between January and March 2001.  The interview protocol 
covered the following topics:   
 

• Experiences with or current use of continuous improvement and/or evaluation in before- 
and after-school programs; 

 
• Purposes and motivations behind using continuous improvement and/or evaluation; 

 
• Defining the concepts of evaluation, accreditation, and continuous improvement; 

 
• Tools used in continuous improvement and/or evaluation processes that have proven 

helpful (i.e., logic models, surveys, and so forth); 
 

• Challenges faced by before- and after-school programs when engaging in continuous 
improvement and/or evaluation efforts; and 

 
• Determining who uses the data collected during continuous improvement and/or 

evaluation efforts and for what purposes the data is used. 
 
 

In-depth Interview Protocol. Study team members completed in-depth interviews with 
19 respondents via the telephone between April and June 2001. The interview protocol covered 
the following topics: 

 
• Experiences with or current use of continuous improvement and/or evaluation in before- 

and after-school programs: 
o Use of external resource people (what was their role, how helpful were they?) 
o Who is responsible for leading the continuous improvement and/or evaluation efforts and 

how front line staff is involved in the process 
o Changes in approach over time, fit with the organization’s goals and culture; 

 
Models or approaches to continuous improvement and/or evaluation used by programs*; • 
 

• Purposes and motivations behind using continuous improvement and/or evaluation; 
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• Defining the concepts of evaluation, accreditation, and continuous improvement*; 
 

• Tools used in continuous improvement and/or evaluation processes that have proven 
helpful (i.e., logic models, surveys, and so forth); 
 

• Factors helpful to, and challenges faced by, programs engaging in continuous 
improvement and/or evaluation efforts; 
 

• Users of data collected during continuous improvement and/or evaluation efforts and 
purposes for which data is used; and 
 

• Resources needed for programs to engage in continuous improvement and/or evaluation. 
 

* topics covered more specifically with researchers and/or evaluators  
 
 

Focus Group/Structured Interview Protocol.  Study team members and consultants 
conducted 22 focus groups and 15 individual interviews using the focus group protocol between 
March and May 2001. The protocol covered the following topics: 

 
• Who, within the program, makes decisions regarding program design, scheduling, 

activities, and staffing, how are these decisions made, and what information is used to 
make these decisions; 
 

• What would “ideal” evaluation look like; 
 

• Current requirements for participating in evaluation activities; 
 

• Factors helpful to, and challenges faced by, programs engaging in continuous 
improvement and/or evaluation efforts; 
 

• Participation in accreditation processes and, if so, how does it fit with continuous 
improvement; and 
 

• Advice to Mott Foundation about how to support continuous improvement and/or 
evaluation efforts. 

 
 

Program Fact Sheet. Focus group participants and individual interview respondents 
completed a written form that asked for the following types of information: 
 

• Location of program (urban, suburban, rural/small town) and number of sites; 
 
• Demographic information about participants; 

 
• Focus of program (enrichment, academic assistance, recreation) and activities offered; 

 
• Sources of funding; and 
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• Current requirements for continuous improvement and/or evaluation and/or participation 
in accreditation processes. 
 

 
Respondents 
 

Recruitment Process. Study team members solicited nominations between January and 
March 2001 to develop a pool of potential respondents.  As a first step, team members contacted 
key informants across the United States who are developers of evaluation models/materials, 
program evaluators, state-level grant managers, or representatives of national offices of program 
sponsors (e.g., Boys & Girls Club).  These individuals were asked to nominate potential 
respondents for the in-depth interviews and focus groups/structured interviews. 
 

Team members then circulated a study abstract and nomination forms to exploratory 
interview respondents, state-level grant managers, representatives of state- and national-level 
associations, and select listserves to identify respondents for in-depth telephone interviews and 
focus groups/structured interviews.  Two types of respondents were recruited: 
 

• Key informants who have successfully designed or implemented evaluation and/or 
continuous improvement processes in one or more after-school programs in the 
United States (19 respondents); 

 
• Senior-level staff from the full range of after-school programs for school-age children 

across the United States.  Focus group/structured interview respondents were 
clustered in four regions (East:  Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, 
Maryland; West: California, Oregon; South: Texas, Oklahoma; Upper Midwest: 
Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin). 

 
A full list of respondents is included in Appendix B.   

 
 

Characteristics of respondents participating in focus groups/individual interviews. 
Study team members and consultants used the respondent pool to identify respondents 
representing programs that varied in terms of: 
 

• Program auspices, profit status, and location; 
 

• Characteristics of program participants (e.g., age, economic status of family, racial/ethnic 
background); 

 
• Program size in terms of enrollment; 

 
• Self-reported use/non-use of continuous improvement strategies; and 

 
• Primary program focus (e.g., enrichment, academic remediation/support, recreational). 

 
Characteristics of these 169 respondents are summarized in Table A-1 below. 
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Table A-1:  Respondent Characteristics 
 

 
Type of Respondent 

Estimated % of Total 
Respondents 

Program administrators, directors, facilitators, coordinators 90% 
External evaluators or consultants 10% 
Respondents working in programs located in urban settings 59% 
Respondents working in programs in rural settings 21% 
Respondents working in larger programs (≥ 71 children) 51% 
Respondents working in programs enrolling high concentrations of children 
from low-income families 

 
85% 

Respondents working in programs serving high concentrations of children 
who are African-American, American Indian, Asian-American, or Hispanic 

 
68% 

Respondents working in programs serving children in preschool/elementary 
grades 

 
76% 

Respondents reporting minimal use of continuous improvement strategies 16% 
Respondents reporting a primary focus of their program is 
academic/remediation 

 
39% 

Source:  Program fact sheets completed by respondents. 
 
Data Analysis 
 

We used six major steps to reduce and analyze the data that were collected from in-depth 
interview and focus group respondents (including those individual interviews using the focus 
group protocol): 
 

• Preparation of interview/focus groups transcripts; 
 

• Preparation of summary write-ups for each focus group and set of in-depth interviews 
using a common format; 
 

• A structured, one-day, debriefing session in which all members of the study team who 
conducted interviews and focus groups met to identify themes related to each of the key 
evaluation questions; 
 

• Coding of interview/focus group transcripts for narrative to support and illuminate each 
identified theme; this step led to some re-definition of themes; and 
 

• Preparation of a thematic memo for each guiding evaluation question to illuminate and 
substantiate each theme with coded narrative. 

 
 
Limitations of the Data 
 

The reader needs to be aware of a number of key limitations in the data we collected: 
 

• We limited our respondent pool to individuals working in or with before- and after-
school programs that enroll children and youth on a regular basis.  This means that a 
number of settings in which children and youth spend their out-of-school time were not 
included, such as programs that operate primarily on a drop-in basis or only a few days 
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per week, programs and initiatives that focus on fostering adult-child mentoring 
relationships, community service, and so forth.   
 

• By focusing on the use of evaluation and continuous improvement in programs, we 
excluded a systematic analysis of the need for, and use of, these strategies at the 
community-level. 
 

• All findings are based on information self-reported by respondents, primarily program 
administrators and directors or evaluators.  The findings have not been substantiated 
through a process called triangulation that typically involves the incorporation of more 
than one source of data for each question. We did not have the opportunity to talk with 
many front-line staff in these programs.  We did not complete any site visits or direct 
observation of the use of evaluation and continuous improvement processes.  As a result, 
our analyses represent overall themes that were discerned from transcripts and interview 
write-ups.  These themes represent a mix of descriptive facts and perceptions of our 
respondents. 
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Appendix B: Key Respondents 
 
 
ARIZONA 
 
Barbara Benton 
Director 
Tuscon Unified School District 
 
CALIFORNIA 
 
Paul Andresen 
Program Executive, Anaheim Achieves 
Anaheim Family YMCA 
 
Mary Barlow 
Director of Children and Family Services 
Kernville Union School District 
 
Julie Buchanan 
Project Manager 
SDSU Foundation 
 
Patricia Carducci 
Project Director 
YMCA Youth & Family Services 
 
Cheri Chord 
Regional Director 
Sacramento START 
 
Aileen De Lapp 
Director of Student Services 
Kernville Union School District 
 
Jeanie Donaldson 
Coordinator 
Monroe Clark Middle School 
 
Debbie Farrell 
After School Program Coordinator 
Freemont Elementary School 
 
Captain Ron Fenrich 
Corps Officer, The Salvation Army 
Anaheim Red Shield Center 
 
 

 
 
CALIFORNIA—continued 
 
Andi Fletcher, Ph.D. 
Intermediary 
California Department of 
Education/Foundation Consortium 
Partnership-Sacramento 
 
Nancy Frick 
Neighborhood Partnership Coordinator 
Lamont School District 
 
Denise Huang 
Project Director—LA’s BEST 
Center for the Study of Evaluation at UCLA 
 
Roy Mendiola 
Executive Director 
Fresno CORAL (Communities Organizing 
Resources to Advance Learning) 
 
Janis Jones 
Coordinator, After School Programs 
Kern County Superintendent of Schools Office 
 
Julia Kenyon 
Education Coordinator 
Bakersfield Police Activities League 
 
Debe Loxton 
Chief Operating Officer—LA’s BEST 
Los Angeles Unified School District 
 
Aurora Moran 
Migrant Resource Teacher 
Arvin Union School District 
 
Lewis Neal 
Youth Services Specialist 
Bakersfield City School District 
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CALIFORNIA--continued 
 
Jennifier Ochoa 
After School Program Coordinator  
Evergreen Elementary School 
 
Frank Peterson 
Principal 
Monroe Clark Middle School 
 
Jenel Prenovost 
Program Specialist 
Santa Ana A.C.E.E. 
 
Rick Riddell 
Director 
The Learning Zone Program, Sun View School 
 
Doris Salter 
Special Projects Director 
Arvin Union School District 
 
Carol Shertzer 
Director 
Bakersfield Police Activities League 
 
Elizabeth Shier 
After School Program Coordinator for the San 
Diego After School Regional Consortium 
The Children’s Initiative 
 
Zane Smith 
Executive Director 
Boys & Girls Club of Bakersfield 
 
Ken Terao 
Project Director 
The Aguirre Group 
 
Peggy Williams 
Director of Grant Writing and Evaluating 
Greenfield Union School District 
 
Debbie Wood, RN 
Coordinator, Health Services 
Delano Union School District 
 
CynDee Zandes 
District Director of Extended Day Opportunities 
Greenfield Union School District 
 

CALIFORNIA--continued 
 
Ricardo Zavala 
Principal 
Evergreen Elementary School 
 
GEORGIA 
 
Carter Savage 
Senior Director of Education Programs 
Boys & Girls Club of Atlanta 
 
IOWA 
 
John Border 
Community Site Facilitator 
Stepping Stones CLC 
 
Amy Dvorak 
Program Supervisor 
KIDS WEST 
 
Elaine Johnson 
Program Director 
Caring Connection 
 
Lisa Neilson 
Community Education Director 
Learning Connections Service Center 
 
Dr. Judy Richardson 
Director of Community Adult Education 
Des Moines Public Schools-Department of 
Education 
 
MARYLAND 
 
Breezy Bishop 
Program Director 
Youth Place 
 
Lee Bullock 
Administrator 
Project Success, Full Gospel Fellowship Church 
 
Beahta Davis 
Administrative Assistant 
Baltimore City Department of Recreations and 
Parks 
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MARYLAND--continued 
 
Vivien Gardner 
Coordinator of After School/Summer Programs 
Baltimore City Public Schools 
 
Pat Lakatta 
Second English Lutheran Church 
 
Kimberly Manning 
Unit Director 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Central Maryland 
 
Don Mathis 
Executive Director 
Boys & Girls Club of Hartford County 
 
Meg McFadden 
Executive Director 
Fitness Fun and Games Youth Place 
 
Wendy Scarborough 
Child Care Program Specialist 
Anne Arundel County of Department of 
Recreation and Parks 
 
Maxine Seidman 
Executive Director 
Play Keepers, Inc. 
 
Jane Sundius 
Program Officer 
Open Society Institute 
 
Maurice Vandervall 
Recreation Program Specialist 
Housing Authority, Baltimore City 
 
MASSACHUSETTS 
 
Cynthia Beaudoin 
Executive Director 
Camp Fire for Eastern Massachusetts, Inc. 
 
Melissa Boyd 
Youth Development Program Director 
Camp Fire Boys & Girls Council for Eastern 
Massachusetts 
 
 
 

MASSACHUSETTS--continued 
 
Edwin Cirame 
Director Latchkey Program 
Community Daycare of Lawrence Inc. 
 
Karen Horsch 
Senior Researcher 
Harvard Family Research Project 
 
Sarah Kinsman 
Child Care Quality Advisor 
YMCA of Greater Boston 
 
Deborah Kneelan 
For Kids Only Afterschool 
 
Alicia LeClaire 
Program Coordinator 
Worth River Collaborative 
 
Judy MacPhee 
Community School Coordinator 
Woodrow Wilson Community School 
 
Kim McCoy 
EdSolutions, Inc. 
 
Robin McDuffie 
Afterschool/Daycare Program Specialist 
Lynn Public Schools 
 
Gil Noam, Ed.D. 
Associate Professor 
Harvard Graduate School of Education & 
McLean Hospital Program in After 
 
Molly Robinson 
Director of Out-of-School Programs 
Easter Seals 
 
Judith Renehan Rouse 
Director of Policy and Professional 
Development 
Massachusetts School-Age Coalition 
 
Charlie Schlegel 
Director of Evaluations 
Citizen Schools 
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MASSACHUSETTS--continued 
 
Linda Sisson 
Executive Director 
National School-Age Care Alliance 
 
Kristina Young 
Director of Accreditation 
National School-Age Care Alliance 
 
MICHIGAN 
 
Blaine Morrow 
Project Coordinator 
KLICK! Project 
 
MINNESOTA 
 
Colleen Bevans 
Burroughs School Site Coordinator 
Minneapolis Kids 
 
Steve Burton 
Program Coordinator of Evening Support 
St. Joseph’s Home for Children 
 
Kyle Darnell 
Director of Unit Operations 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Central Minnesota 
 
Carlos Gallego 
Program Director/Executive Director 
Chaska School Age Pilot Project 
& Executive Director  
Hmong and Chicano/Latino Educational 
Enrichment Project 
 
Julie Green 
Program Director 
Golden Eagles 
 
Jennifer Grommesch 
Director 
St. Augustine’s School—Sunset Program 
 
Nancy Jacobson 
Director of Training and Staff Development 
New Horizon Childcare 
 
 
 

MINNESOTA—continued 
 
Rachel Kaasa 
Supervisor of After School Program 
St. Mary’s Grade School After School Care 
Program 
 
Linda Miller 
Assistant Director 
Minnehaha Academy, Fun-N-Friends 
 
Kris Moffatt 
Lead Supervisor 
Hopkins Kids & Company 
 
Muhammed Okaya-Lawai 
Executive Director 
Imani Family Services 
 
Laurie Ollhoff 
Chair of School Age Care Department 
Concordia University 
 
Marsha Partington 
School Age Care Support Services Coordinator 
Kid’s Place 
 
Kari Shannon 
Site Manager 
Wayzata Home Base—Oakwood 
 
Linda Siverson-Hall 
Director 
Home Away District #286 
 
Lisa Walker 
Lead Supervisor 
Meadowbrook Kids & Company 
 
Tom Wicks 
Director of Programs 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Central Minnesota 
 
NEW JERSEY 
 
Linda Gottlieb 
Director of Operations 
Foundations, Inc. 
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NEW YORK 
 
Joanne Baldini 
4-H Youth Development Educator 
Cornell Co-Op Extension Thompkins County 
 
Darlene Currie 
Director of Research 
The After-School Corporation (TASC) 
 
Linda Lausell Bryant 
Director of Training 
Partnership for After School Education (PASE) 
 
Jennifer Fenton 
Research Analyst 
The After-School Corporation (TASC) 
 
Glee Holton 
Director of Development 
Manpower Demonstration Research 
 
Suzanne LeMenestral 
Project Director 
Academy for Educational Development 
 
Jason Schwartzman 
Project Director 
Partnership for After School Education (PASE) 
 
Caroline Temlock 
Deputy Commissioner 
Department of Youth and Community 
Development 
 
NORTH CAROLINA 
 
Jane Lee 
Director of School-Age Care 
Front Street United Methodist Church 
 
Katie Walter 
Education Consultant 
Public Impact 
 
OKLAHOMA 
 
Stan Burton 
Vice President of Program Development 
YMCA of Greater Oklahoma City 
 

OKLAHOMA--continued 
 
Tracy Black 
Administrator/Coordinator 
Oklahoma City Public Schools 
 
Christine Burdett 
Community Arts Program Coordinator 
Arts Council of Oklahoma City 
 
Keela Butler 
Child Care Licensing Specialist 
Department of Human Services, Child Care 
Licensing 
 
Vicki Davis 
Director 
Bristow Public Schools 
 
Stacy Dykstra 
Director 
Westminster School After School Club 
 
LuAnn Faulkner 
Program Field Representative 
Department of Human Services, Division of 
Child Care 
 
Charlotte Hollarn 
Program Director 
Center for Early Childhood Professional 
Development 
 
Amy LeKey 
Executive Director 
Community After School Programs, Inc. 
 
Martha McCartney 
Executive Director 
Comanche County Alliance for Children & 
Youth, Inc. 
 
Cynthia Oldham 
Program Specialist, Family & Consumer 
Sciences Education Division 
Oklahoma Department of Career & Technology 
Education 
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OKLAHOMA--continued 
 
Alphonso Post 
Site Coordinator, 21st Century Community 
Learning Center 
Rogers MS & Star Spencer Magnet HS 
 
Marshall Poulsen 
Site Coordinator, 21st Century Community 
Learning Center 
Western Village Academy, Inc. 
 
Bridget Tobey 
Manager 
Cherokee Nation Resource and Referral 
 
Robert Touchstone 
Lead Site Coordinator, 21st Century Community 
Learning Center 
Oklahoma City Public Schools 
 
Shun Walton 
Site Coordinator, 21st Century Community 
Learning Center 
Shidler Elementary School 
 
Frank White 
Site Coordinator, 21st Century Community 
Learning Center 
Eisenhower Elementary School 
 
OREGON 
 
Paul Ahrens-Gray 
Managing Director 
LitART FRAMES 
 
Suzanne Gray 
Assistant Director 
Ainsworth Before & After School Care 
 
Joe Jackson 
Program Director 
Friendly House, Inc. (Friendly Chaps) 
 
Skipper Maine 
Director 
Ainsworth Before & After School Care 
 
 
 

OREGON—continued 
 
Tammy Morino 
Program Administrator 
Medallion School Partnerships 
 
Mike Mercer 
Director of Development 
YMCA of Columbia-Williamette, Child Care 
Branch 
 
Marcia Melvey 
Executive Director 
Peninsula Children’s Center 
 
PENNSYLVANIA 
 
Joyce Brown 
Director, After School Program 
Wanamaker Middle School 
 
Patricia Hunter 
Executive Director 
Spring Garden Children’s Center 
 
Katherine Martin 
Director 
After School Center at PIC 
 
Deborah Mustafa 
Director of After School Program 
Miquon School 
 
JoAnn Savoy 
Director, Afterschool Program 
Elverson Middle School 
 
Elise Schiller 
Pennsylvania Director 
National School and Community Corps 
 
Suzanne Vanaman 
Administrator of Child Care 
Marple Newton Leisure Services 
THE KIDS STOP School Age Child Care 
Program 
 
Patricia Weller 
Assistant Director 
Cityspace 
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RHODE ISLAND 
 
Loretta Becker 
Deputy Director 
Urban League of Rhode Island 
 
Stephanie Enos 
Association Child Care Specialist 
YMCA of Greater Providence 
 
Joyce Gornie 
Executive Director 
A.S.K. Inc. (After School Kids, Inc.) 
 
Lucille Grandy 
Site Director 
Salvation Army 
 
Joan Ricci 
Executive Director 
SCOPE—Central Falls School District 
 
Allen Stein 
Senior Vice President 
United Way of Southeastern New England 
 
Robert Wooler 
Executive Director 
Rhode Island Youth Guidance Center 
 
SOUTH CAROLINA 
 
Ginny Deerin 
President 
Wings for Kids 
 
TEXAS 
 
Joyce Anderson 
Vice President of Education 
The Children’s Courtyard 
 
Jane Baca 
Grant Evaluator 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Karen Boehm 
Unit Director 
Boys & Girls Club of Smith County 
 
 

TEXAS--continued 
 
Rhonda Corn-Kidd 
School Director 
Glenwood Day School 
 
Steve Cuzzo 
Assistant Director 
The Children’s Courtyard 
 
Debra Davis 
Coordinator 
YMCA of Tyler 
 
Sarah Dews 
Program Manager—21st Century Learning 
Center Grants 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Jessica Fisher 
Director 
First Class Academy/Dayschools, Inc. 
 
Al Gonzales  
Branch Operations Director 
Whitehouse YMCA 
 
Susan Hoff 
Executive Director 
Educational 1st Steps 
 
Martha Horan 
Executive Director 
Youth Services Council  
 
Amber Johansen 
Director of Program Planning 
YMCA of Metropolitan Dallas 
 
Catherine Sue Landry 
Area Trainer—over accreditation 
Children’s World 
 
Virginia Lannen 
CEO 
Pegasus Charter School 
 
David McClendon 
Site Director 
YMCA of Tyler, Prime Time Afterschool 
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TEXAS—continued 
 
Frankie McMurray 
Executive Director 
Clayton Child Care, Inc. 
 
Judy Miller 
Director of Child Care Services 
YWCA of Metropolitan Dallas 
 
Johnlyn Mitchell 
Principal—Franklin Middle School 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Lisa Molinar 
Site Director, 21st Century Community Learning 
Center 
Burnet Elementary 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Ronald Morris 
Specialist, 21st Century Community Learning 
Center 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Maria Pittman 
Program Coordinator 
Youth Services Council 
 
Jill Roberts 
Director 
The Growing Stick Learning Center 
 
Dwayne Scott 
Budget Specialist 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Robbie Slocumb 
Extended School Program Unit Director 
Boys & Girls Club of Smith County, ESP Unit 
 
Ernestine Simms-Kigh 
Executive Director 
Dallas Bethlehem Center, Inc. 
 
Sam Smith 
School Age Program Director 
The Children’s Courtyard 
 
 
 

TEXAS—continued 
 
Mary Taylor 
Coordinator—After School Programs 
Dallas Independent School District 
 
Murriel Webb 
Director 
Spida, Inc., Braswell Kids Too 
 
Beverly Williams 
Director School-Aged Programs 
Camp Fire Boys & Girls 
 
Dr. Peter Witt 
Elda K. Bradberry Recreation & Youth 
Development Chair 
Department of Recreation, Park & Tourism 
Sciences, Texas A & M University 
 
Cindy Wright 
School Services Coordinator 
Rainbow Days, Inc. 
 
UTAH 
 
Janice Johnson 
Coordinator, 21st Century Community Learning 
Center 
San Juan School District 
 
WISCONSIN 
 
Dawn Alioto 
Regional Director 
After School, Inc. 
 
Erin Carlin 
Director of Field Services 
Boys & Girls Club of Greater Milwaukee 
 
Lucy Chaffin 
Director 
Madison School—Community Recreation 
 
Rae William DiMilo 
School-Age Program Manager 
UWM Children’s Center 
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WISCONSIN--continued 
 
Lois Evanson 
Child Care Specialist 
Office of Community Service, Madison, WI 
 
Nancy Goodell 
Executive Director 
After School, Inc. 
 
Sara Hagen 
Director 
SunBurst Preschool 
 
Ken Hoerer 
Athletic Director 
After School, Inc. 
 
Suzanne Kohring 
Site Supervisor 
After School, Inc. 
 
Gunna Middleton 
Program Operations Director 
YMCA of Metropolitan Milwaukee 
 
 
Liz Parker 
Community Supervisor 
After School, Inc. 
 
Georgene Pitzner 
Youth Program Director 
After School, Inc. 
 
Noelle Powers 
Assistant to the Director 
After School, Inc. 
 
Janice Schraufnagel 
After School Coordinator 
Capitol Christian Center 
 
Becky Steinhoff 
Executive Director 
Atwood Community Center 
 
Andrew Stuht 
Site Supervisor 
After School, Inc. 
 

WISCONSIN--continued 
 
Marge Stuht 
Supervisor 
After School, Inc. 
 
Wally Watson 
President 
Boys & Girls Club of Greater Milwaukee 
 
Terry Zeer 
School Age Trainer 
Ebenezer Child Care 
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Appendix C: Profiles of Evaluation and  
Improvement Approaches 

 
 
Accreditation 
 
Definition 

“Accreditation” describes both a process and a status that identifies an organization as 
having met established quality criteria. These criteria are determined by a professional agency or 
commission. An organization/program seeks accredited status voluntarily through a process of 
being reviewed, judged, and, if appropriate, granted accreditation. Example accrediting agencies 
for after-school programs include National School-Age Care Alliance (NSACA), National 
Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC), National Association for Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC), Council on Accreditation (COA), state-level accreditation, and city-level 
accreditation (e.g., Madison, WI). 
 

For before- and after-school programs, these criteria typically involve measures of quality 
in the areas of: staff/child interaction; developmentally appropriate activities and materials; health 
and safety; staffing; physical environment; and administration. 
 
Purpose/rationale behind this approach 

The purpose of accreditation is for a program to demonstrate their commitment to providing 
high quality service. This demonstration is desired for before- and after-school programs for 
multiple reasons: 

• for parents who are choosing among programs;  
• for enrolled families to feel assured their children are “in good hands”;  
• quality assurance for funders and/or sponsoring agency; 
• for employers looking to offer quality child care to employees’ children; 
• to attract high quality staff; and 
• as a marketing tool in the community. 

 
Another purpose of accreditation is to reap the benefits of the process, including: valuable 

feedback from outside observers, a framework for getting the program’s policies written and 
organized, added motivation to implement program improvements, and validation of  program’s 
good work. 
 
Key roles of players in this approach 

1. The accrediting agency creates quality criteria by which the programs will be judged.  
2. The accreditation process is usually started by the director or head administrator of an 

organization. This individual leads the process by filling out initial paperwork, making 
contacts with the accrediting agency, and making arrangements for site visit(s).  

3. At a minimum, staff and parents of enrolled children are required to provide input in the 
self-study phase. Further involvement is optional and varies by the program. 

4. An outside observer from the accrediting agency visits the site to validate information 
given by the program. This individual or group will evaluate all the information in order 
to provide the program feedback and delineate any changes that must be made before 
accreditation will be granted.  

 C-1



Process for conducting this approach 
1. Initiate process with accrediting agency (forms & fees). Example costs: $700 per site 

(NSACA); $500 (NAFCC). 
2. Complete self-study process: program personnel and parents meet to determine how well 

their program meets the accrediting agency’s criteria, make needed changes, and report 
compliance to agency. Often, surveys are used to gather information. Sometimes, peer 
review is also involved.  

3. Validation: trained validators make on-site visit to verify the accuracy of self-study. 
4. Make any additional required changes. 
5. Accreditation decision. The process takes about 8-12 months on average.  

 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 

• Compliance with outside criteria demonstrates “high quality.” 
• It is worth the time and money to gain accreditation. 

 
Common factors that facilitate success in using this approach 

• Money & time; 
• Seeing accreditation as a way of life, not a one time event; 
• Leadership who guide the process; and 
• Staff who are interested and engaged in the process. 

 
Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 

• Changes required by accrediting agency are difficult to implement; 
• Differences between accreditation standards and licensing requirements; and 
• Staff turnover. 

 
 
Action Research  
 
Definition 

Action research can be described as a family of research methodologies that pursue 
action (or change) and research (or understanding) at the same time. In most of its forms, it does 
this by using a cyclical process alternating between action and critical reflection and by 
continuously refining methods, data, and interpretation. Action research is an emergent and 
iterative process, which is usually qualitative and participative. Four, basic, defining themes are: 
empowerment of participants, collaboration through participation, acquisition of knowledge, and 
social change. Action research has been described as “an informal, qualitative, formative, 
subjective, interpretive, reflective, and experiential model of inquiry in which all individuals 
involved in the study are knowing and contributing participants.” 
 
Purpose/rationale behind this approach 

The origins of action research are unclear within the literature. However, many authors 
attribute the concept of action research to American psychologist Kurt Lewin in the mid-1940s. 
The central focus of his theory is that in order to change social practices, the practitioners 
themselves must be involved in the process. The process, he argued, should proceed as a spiral of 
steps composed of planning, action, and evaluation of the results of the action. Action research 
also has roots in other traditions, such as community development, action inquiry, action science, 
and practitioner research. 
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Key roles of players in this approach 
Although practitioners are always involved in action research to some extent, their 

involvement varies with each type of action research. In Scientific-Technical Action Research, 
there is a researcher/evaluator who is in charge of the study with significant input from 
practitioners. Practitioner input includes helping define the evaluation questions and helping with 
the analysis. In Practical-Deliberative Action Research and Critical-Emancipatory Action 
Research, practitioners have an even more active role. They are full participants in every state of 
the evaluation process. The role of the evaluator in this context is more facilitative than directive. 
He/she acts as a resource person who catalyzes the stakeholders in defining their problems and in 
supporting them as they work towards solutions. 
 

The literature is unclear on the issue of external versus internal evaluators in action 
research. This terminology is not present in the indexes of the action research texts investigated 
for this summary. 
 
Process for conducting this approach 

1. Adopt an exploratory stance, where an understanding of the problem is developed and 
plans are made for some form of an intervention. (Reconnaissance or “Planning”)  
Recommended that you ask questions such as, “What is happening already? What am I 
trying to change? With whom must I negotiate?” 

2. Carry out the intervention. (Action) 
3. During, and around the time of, the intervention, gather data systematically (e.g., keep a 

diary, take observational notes, tape record meetings). (Observation) 
4. Return to step one and repeat until sufficient understanding of the problem and solution is 

achieved. (Reflection & Revision) 
 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach  

• There are three minimal requirements for an action research project to exist: (a) the 
subject matter is a social practice; (b) it proceeds through a spiral of cycles of planning, 
acting, observing and reflecting; and (c) the people who are responsible for the practice 
are involved in each stage of the project. 

• There is little or no separation of research from practice, little or no separation of 
knowing and doing. 

• All participants must be allowed to influence the work, and the wishes of those who do 
not choose to participate must be respected 

• The development of the work must remain visible and open to suggestions from others. 
• Permission must be obtained before making observations or examining documents 

produced for other purposes. 
• Descriptions of others’ work and points of view must be negotiated with those concerned 

before being published. 
• The researcher must accept responsibility for maintaining confidentiality. 

 
Common factors that facilitate success with this approach 

• Participants who recognize the existence of shortcomings in their program’s activities 
and who would like to adopt some initial stance in regard to the problem, formulate a 
plan, carry out an intervention, evaluate the outcomes, and develop further strategies in 
an iterative fashion; 

• Enables significant levels of active involvement; 
• Enables people to perform significant tasks; 
• Provides support for people as they learn to act for themselves; 
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• Encourages plans and activities that people are able to accomplish themselves; 
• Deals personally with people rather than with representatives or agents. 

 
Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 
Four practical problems to conducting effective action research: 

• Formulating a method of work which is sufficiently economical as regards the amount of 
data gathering and data processing for a practitioner to undertake alongside a normal 
workload; 

• Creating action research techniques which are specific to enough to offer a practitioner 
genuinely new insights and avoid being too minimal to be valid or too elaborate to be 
feasible’ 

• Making methods readily available and accessible to any practitioner who wants to 
practice them; and 

• Contributing a genuine improvement in understanding and skill, beyond prior 
competence, in return for the time and energy expended. 

 
 
Continuous Improvement 

 
Definition  

• As applied to Total Quality Management—improvement is tied to developing a product 
in a better, more efficient way. 

• As applied to learning organizations—improvement is more closely connected to 
individuals developing an enhanced sense of purpose in what they are doing. 

• Dependent upon all levels within an organization utilizing methodical approaches when 
collecting data, solving problems, and making decisions. 

• The norm of continuous improvement is a belief that learning is never finished; 
professional development is dynamic. 
 

Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 
• Three concepts which constitute the foundation for success  

o Meaningful teamwork 
o Clear, measurable goals 
o Regular collection and analysis of performance data  

• 21st Century Learning’s 5 principles of Continuous Improvement Management 
o Customer-Driven Services—identify, meet and exceed customer expectations 
o Core Activities—identify how your program meets customer needs 
o Data-Driven Monitoring—use data early on to monitor progress and solve 

problems 
o Inclusive Partnership—include customers and stakeholders decision making 

process, establish joint goals between school and community 
o Continuous Improvement—use on-going measurement to continuously 

improve program and evaluate progress 
• Quest’s cores beliefs about school improvement 

o Things can always be better; improvement is a process 
o Energy for improvement comes from the synergy of collaboration 
o Searching is more important than finding—the asking of powerful questions 

and search for the answers 
o Solution-finding is an inside-out process 
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• From 21st Century Learning Continuous Improvement Management Process 
1. Strengthen Program Design 

a) Stock-taking 
b) Vision & Goals 
c) Objectives 
d) Activities 
e) Measures 

2. Manage Program Quality 
a)  Implementation Process 
b) Communication & Coordination of Services 

3. Assess & Communicate Results 
a) Project Summary 
b) Results 
c) Communication of Results 
d) Implementation Critique 
e) Next Steps 

 
Common factors that facilitate success with this approach 

• Results that are connected to processes; 
• Short-term, measurable successes contribute to cultural change and an orientation 

towards results; and 
• Strategies that support development:  

o Study groups 
o Action research groups 
o Observation and assessment 
o Peer coaching 
o Training and follow-up 
o Participation on school improvement and/or curriculum writing teams 
o Problem-solving sessions 

 
 
Empowerment Evaluation 
 
Definition 

Process, primarily used with programs not organizations, that utilizes evaluation 
concepts, techniques, and findings to foster improvement and self-determination with quantitative 
and qualitative methods while focusing on the empowerment process. 

 
Purpose/rationale behind this approach 

To help people help themselves and improve their programs through forms of self-
evaluation and reflection.  
 
Key roles of players in this approach 

• Participants conduct their own evaluation often with coaching or facilitation from an 
outside evaluator (depending on program capacity) with the goal being for participants to 
become self-sufficient. 

• Evaluator and participants are on an even plane and learn from each other. 
• An evaluation coach may help assist with creating facilitation teams, working with 

resistance, energizing tired participants, resolving protocol issues, clearing unnecessary 
obstacles, or clarifying miscommunications. 
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• Evaluator takes on different roles relative to the needs of the participants from the 
individual program (e.g., training, facilitation, advocacy, and illuminative roles).  She/he 
is a teacher, collaborator, and participant. 

• Evaluator establishes issues relevant to the programs’ development and helps determine 
his/her role based on these issues (provides information and direction to keep the effort 
on track). 

• Evaluator facilitates an increase in power relative to decision-making and solves 
developmental problems implicit in social programs. 

 
Process for conducting this approach 

• Take stock (identify goals and desired outcomes). Participants may rate their program 
and/or themselves on a scale from 1-10, documenting with evidence. An ethnographic 
interview may also be used. 

• Establish goals by considering the keys to program improvement and the program 
direction for the future. Participants may determine where they would like to be able to 
rate their program and/or themselves in the future. Goals may be set that will help 
warrant future rating (need to be realistic and account for perspective of clients and 
supervisors). Intermediate goals may be selected to help link daily activities to long-term 
goals. 

• Developing strategies [outcome assessment (e.g., desired outcomes, measures, and 
indicators)]—participants also need to develop their own strategies for meeting program 
and personal goals: 

1. Using brainstorming, critical review, and consensual agreement participants 
develop strategies to accomplish program objectives; and 

2. Strategies are regularly reviewed for effectiveness. 
• Determining what types of evidence are needed to document progress toward goals 

(impact assessment): 
1. Participants decide what documentation is needed to monitor their progress; and 
2. Documentation of ideas serves as required evidence for how they met specific 

program goals. 
 

Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 
• Evaluator cannot empower people, people empower themselves, with assistance. 
• Programs value and worth is not end point of evaluation as in traditional evaluation but is 

part of ongoing improvement process. 
• Participants learn to evaluate progress towards self-determined goals and to change 

strategies according to ongoing assessment. 
• Stakeholders conduct the work in a group format with a focus on the entire group or 

agency, not individuals. 
• Based on commitment, truth, and honesty. 
• Advocacy is a byproduct of the evaluation based on the results of the data 
• Democratic approach. 
• Not all stakeholders have equal influence or access to power. 
• Evaluation should aim to deal with issues and problems of everyday work. 
• Training is an essential part of the process used to map out categories and highlight 

concerns. 
• Evaluator should facilitate in order to help others conduct self-evaluation. 
• Self-evaluation is used as an advocacy tool. 
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• Evaluation process should lead to illumination or enlightening experiences for involved 
participants on all levels. 

• Evaluation should lead to liberation and help free participants from existing roles.   
 
Common factors that facilitate success in using this approach 

• Sensitivity and adaptation to the local setting; 
• Internalization of evaluation as an aspect of the planning and management of the 

program; 
• Checks and balances with participant involvement at all levels of the organization and 

use of external evaluator as a “critical friend”; 
• Ongoing training as new skills are needed; 
• Adaptation and response to decision making and authority structures; 
• Creation of opportunity and a forum to challenge authority and management by providing 

data about program operations from the ground up; 
• Latitude for participants to experiment, take risks, take responsibility for their actions, 

and collaborate; 
• Environment conducive to sharing success and failures and helps community develop its 

commitment, resources, and skills; 
• An atmosphere that is honest, self-critical, trusting, and supportive; 
• Outside evaluator must be charged with monitoring progress in order to keep the 

evaluation effort credible, useful, and in check.  In addition, the evaluator must provide 
additional rigor, reality checks, and quality control throughout the process ; 

• Participants with little experience in evaluation need to use the outside evaluator as a 
coach so they can become comfortable with and knowledgeable about the evaluation 
process; 

• Voices of community members should be actively included; 
• Participants are assisted in utilizing the findings to strengthen their resources; 
• Requires ongoing collection, reflection, and feedback of information; 
• Focus on building strengths as opposed to finding fault; 
• Flexibility in problem solving and approaching problems in new ways; and 
• Quantitative and qualitative methodology. 
 

Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 
• Misuse of results (e.g., presence of bias); 
• Confusion resulting from conflicting results of the evaluation; and 
• Not balancing the interests of participants and the evaluator. 

 
 
Learning Organization/Organizational Learning 
 
Definition  

• The ways in which members of an organization learn, individually and collectively, as 
they respond to demands for better organizational activity.   

• Organizational learning is conscious and reflective approach to practice.   
• Central to the concept of organizational learning in most definitions are: 

1. Learning from past experience 
2. Acquiring knowledge 
3. Processing on an organizational level 
4. Identifying and correcting problems 
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5. Organizational change. 
• Varying definitions utilized by different sectors  

o Government agencies make training synonymous with being a “learning 
organization” 

o Business sector align this term with “quality initiatives, innovation, improvement 
and customization of products to meet the needs of customers” 

o Management consulting firms utilize it as a marketing concept  
o Universities and educational institutions assume the role of learning organization 

because they “exist to foster learning” 
o Some focus on the difference between “Learning Organization” and 

“Organizational Learning,” others use them interchangeably  
o Some view it as a process, others as a goal or outcome. 
 

Purpose/rationale behind this approach 
• Organizational learning is seen as a powerful process for accomplishing improvement 

objectives, and as a strategy that is particularly useful for educational administrators who 
wish to work toward long-term renewal rather than ‘quick-fix’ changes. 

• It is assumed to be prompted by some felt need (e.g., to respond to the call for 
implementing a new policy) or perception of a problem, prompted from inside or outside 
the school, that leads to a collective search for a solution. 

• Stimuli for individual and organizational learning mentioned by teachers: 
1. External 

a) new ministry programs 
b) new programs being implemented in one’s school 
c) encouragement from administrators to implement new programs 
d) district policy initiatives 
e) demographic changes in the student population 

2.  Internal 
a) desire to improve one’s practices 
b) desire to do what is best for students 
c) desire to move in the same direction as colleagues 
d) a belief that new programs were compatible with one’s own professional 

goals and preferred teaching styles. 
 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 

• Strategies for building organizational learning capacity 
o Cognitive mapping 
o Participatory evaluation 
o Professional development schools 
o Action research. 

• Indicators of organizational learning  
o Raising to awareness tacit assumptions and beliefs through reflective self-

analysis 
o Engaging willingly in professional learning and growth 
o Understanding systemic influences and relationships 
o Sharing information openly and honestly 
o Developing a spirit of trust, empathy, and mutual valuing 
o Examining current practices critically 
o Experimenting with new practices 
o Raising sensitive issues and information 
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o Understanding the inevitability of disagreement and conflict 
o Managing differences of opinion through inquiry and problem-solving 
o Engaging in dialogue in order to understand others’ frames of reference 
o Changing frames of reference as warranted by team dialogue 
o Developing common understandings and language patterns 
o Developing a shared vision 
o Engaging in collaborative operation, planning, and decision-making practices 
o Correcting disruptive power imbalances. 

• Organizational learning and individual learning are not the same. Individual learning 
always takes place within organizational learning; however, individual learning is 
possible without organizational learning. 

• Organizations contain “cognitive systems” that allow perception, understanding, storage, 
and retrieval of information. 

 
Key roles of players in this approach 

Teachers; • 
• 

• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

School administration—set the vision and build positive culture, help create collaborative 
environment, maintain high levels of expectations, model appropriate behavior, provide 
support for teachers on an individual basis, challenge staff to think differently about their 
work and how they do their work, and include teachers and staff in decision-making 
process; 
School staff; 
Three roles of the leader in learning organizations: 

o Designer: builds purpose and core values and turns them into business decisions 
through policies, strategies and structures; 

o Teacher: helps everyone to gain an understanding of the organization’s “current 
reality” and surfaces individuals’ mental modes; and 

o Steward: feels a sense of responsibility for the people in the organization and 
helps people to feel that they are a part of a greater purpose. 

 
Process for conducting this approach 

• Takes place at a group level; 
• Phases of organizational learning: 

a) Naming and framing—discussions were conducted in the frames of description, 
storytelling, and suggestion 

b) Analyzing and integrating—analysis and evaluation of current practices 
c) Applying and experimenting—implementation plans discussed. 

*the indicators mentioned above in section 4 were then aligned with one of these phases 
*these phases did not get moved through in a linear manner and sometimes occurred 
simultaneously 
 
Common factors that facilitate success with this approach 

School conditions foster organizational learning. 
Clear mission and vision that is understood and shared by staff: 

o Cooperative culture where people are kind and respectful of one another; 
o Structures where teachers are allowed, and encouraged to, participate in decision-

making; and 
o Clear and established short-term and personal/professional goals; 
o Adequate resources. 

Workplace support of organizational learning: 
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o Work and reflection time for teachers; 
o Schedules that encourage collaboration; 
o Well-developed communication structures and common space for working; and 
o Groups organized to lead improvement efforts (these groups consist of 

administrators, teachers, parents, and community members). 
Conditions that foster organizational learning: • 

• 

o District/school culture that encourages collaboration, creation of records that 
document teacher practices, and thought processes that allow for questioning the 
what and why behind actions; 

o Development of school strategies; 
o Decentralized district/school structures; and 
o The appropriate amount of tension between “complexity and instability,” both 

internally and externally. 
 

Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 
• Barriers to organizational learning: 

O Teacher isolation; 
O Lack of time; and 
O Complexity of teaching. 

Senge’s “Learning Disabilities” (1990): 
o A focus only on “my” position in the organization; 
o Tendency to place blame when things go wrong; 
o Reactiveness disguised as proactiveness; 
o A focus on events rather than on patterns and causes of events; 
o Resistance to looking at gradual processes; 
o Lack of analysis of complex, important organizational issues; and 
o Lack of courage in asking difficult questions. 

 
 
Participatory Evaluation 
 
Definition 

Participatory evaluation is applied social research involving trained evaluation personnel and 
practice-based decision makers in partnership. Formative evaluation is conducted with the goal of 
understanding programs to inform and improve implementation. Participatory evaluation: 

• Recognizes range of stakeholders and engages them throughout process (e.g., design, 
data gathering, dissemination); and 

• Enables stakeholders to reach common judgments and agree on measures to improve 
future results. 

 
Participatory evaluation is the result of the merger of three concepts: (a) theories from 

anthropology that emphasize living with respondents in research and evaluation; (b) collective 
action implemented through purposeful inquirer that was promoted through action research; and 
(c) consciousness raising in which dialogue, reflection, and action among people make up the 
empowerment evaluation process. 

 
There are two major types of participatory evaluation:  
(1)  Practical Participatory Evaluation—practical, supports program decision-making and 

problem-solving: 
(1) Joint process with collaboration between stakeholders and evaluators; 
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(2) Instrumental—used as support for discrete decisions; 
(3) Conceptual—used for educative or learning functions; and 
(4) Symbolic—used as persuasion or to reaffirm a decision made or further an agenda. 

(2) Transformative Participatory Evaluation—social justice, seeks to empower 
community members dominated by other groups: 
(1) All participants and researchers working collaboratively; and 
(2) Goal is for group to eventually take over and do evaluation without evaluator.   

 
Purpose/rationale behind this approach 

• Meet the needs of employers/employees; 
• Methodology using and respecting knowledge and experience of all stakeholders; 
• Citizens learning to carry out their own research and assess performance of local 

developmental efforts through training by evaluator; 
• Jointly planned actions among stakeholders and the project as a whole to improve 

working relationships ; 
• Increase empowerment, liberation, and social justice for front-line workers, although not 

necessarily changing power relationships within the organization; 
• Be practical (respond to needs, interests, and concerns of primary users), useful (findings 

are disseminated so primary users can utilize), formative (aims to improve program 
outcomes), and empowering; 

• Provide information for program improvement or organizational development; and 
• Allow groups to check on their own members to avoid biases and agendas of individual 

members. 
 

Key roles of players in this approach 
• Outside evaluators responsible for “nitty gritty” (e.g., analyzing data, setting up initial 

and sometimes repeated meetings, pulling together written results);   
• Evaluator is a process facilitator whose success is measured by his/her ability to enlist 

stakeholders in identifying and focusing on the real issues of the situation; 
• Evaluator is a critical friend who can question shared biases and group-think; 
• Evaluator has six requirements: 

(1) Training and expertise in technical research skills 
(2) Accessible to organization for participatory activities 
(3) Making/having resources available for the research practice 
(4) Able to train staff in the skills of systematic inquiry 
(5) Motivation to participate 
(6) High tolerance for imperfection; 

• Three levels of stakeholder participation: 
(1) Very involved—active throughout all phases 
(2) Somewhat involved—participate when time permits 
(3) Marginally involved—may become frustrated and lack understanding because only 

participates on limited basis; 
• Stakeholders are involved in data collection; and 
• Evaluator and stakeholders must share power, but find effective way to do so ensuring 

everyone gets what they need. 
 

Process for conducting this approach 
• Deciding to do it 

(1) Who decides 
(2) Under what conditions 
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• Assembling the team 
(1) Internal or external evaluators 
(2) Skills and abilities of evaluators 

• Making a plan 
(1) Orientation to participatory evaluation 
(2) Setting the agenda 
(3) Defining indicators of success for one or more goals 

• Collecting the data 
(1) Deciding who will collect the data 
(2) Choosing and adapting methods 
(3) Measuring and monitoring for the purpose of documenting results 
(4) Technical difficulty and adaptability to a particular level of expertise 
(5) Cultural appropriateness 
(6) Facilitation of learning 
(7) Identifying barriers to participation 

• Synthesizing, analyzing, and verifying the data 
(1) Presented to participants for verification 
(2) Verified in multiple ways at multiple stages 

• Developing action plans for the future 
(1) Deciding how to take action for continuous improvement 

• Controlling and using outcomes/reports 
 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 

• Involvement and usefulness to end users (usually requires involving an action 
component), while addressing their concerns, interests, and problems; 

• Knowledge generation done through collective methods; 
• Key stakeholders—people whose lives are influenced by and can affect or influence the 

future state of the program (funders, participants, program developers, staff, 
administrators, people who develop and evaluate the program, direct and indirect 
beneficiaries of evaluation, people excluded from participating in the evaluation) define 
what the purposes and goals of the evaluation are; 

• Interested in process and results; 
• Shared decision-making; 
• Multiple and varied approaches to data collection (e.g., interviews, focus groups, reviews 

of public documents, content analysis, media analysis, questionnaires, mapping, personal 
observations, use rates for facilities and services, oral histories, test scores, informal 
communication); 

• Capacity building so stakeholders can control future evaluation processes; 
• Education; 
• Communication and interactive discussion; 
• Addressing the power structure; 
• Tackling important issues; and 
• Starting with an issue, defined by the stakeholders, which implies differences in opinion 

or controversy. 
 
Common factors that facilitate success in using this approach 

• Making results available to stakeholders as they are collected for ongoing feedback and 
additions/changes; 
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• Results of final report of evaluation discussed with stakeholders to assess what was 
learned, what the implications are, and how the results can be used;  

• Outside evaluator examining his/her own attitudes, ideas, behavior; 
• High levels of interpersonal and organizational trust and sensitivity; 
• Appropriate resources and context; 
• Leaders and volunteers; 
• Time; 
• Outside facilitators having an important role; 
• Logistical and administrative support and commitment to endeavor; 
• Time for group reflections and lessons learned; 
• Good gender mix; 
• Helping learners overcome internal and cultural blocks; 
• External evaluators promotion of cultural sensitivity and good participatory practices 

through role modeling; 
• End result including cognitive, affective, and political change within the organization 

(increased communication between members and higher quality evaluations); 
• Details of evaluation cannot be fully identified in advance (e.g., funding); 
• Final result in hands of participants, not evaluator or outside source; 
• Recognition of diverse contexts and goals of participatory communities, intangible and 

nonquantifiable nature of many of the goals, difficulties of using standardized, traditional 
indicators to track a program rooted in local planning and promises of flexibility in 
meeting local needs; 

• Not sacrificing effectiveness for accuracy; 
• Stakeholders/participants from all levels of the organization; and 
• Evaluation experience by some stakeholders. 
 

Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 
• Trying to generalize findings to other projects; 
• Rewards and consequences not clearly spelled out; and 
• When stakeholders are transient and the evaluation process is too complicated for 

newcomers to understand. 
 
 
Total Quality Management in Education/Total Quality Education 

 
Definition  

Total Quality Education is a process that involves focusing on meeting and exceeding 
customer expectations, continuous improvement, sharing responsibilities with employees, and 
reducing scrap and rework. 

 
Purposes/rationale behind this approach 

• To promote internal change in processes and practices in order to promote improved 
student achievement as well as greater efficiency in resource utilization; 

• Typically used in areas that most resemble business or when trying to figure out a 
particular problem, and is usually not applied to a whole school or district; 

• Empowerment of everyone involved (students, teachers, staff, alumni, customers, 
parents); 

• The steps guide the process in an organized way; 
• Encourages teamwork versus opposition; 
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• It is a holistic approach that results in organization wide change; and 
• The approach is proactive versus reactive in addressing issues. 

 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 

• A shared vision and shared goals among faculty, staff, and administrators;  
• Educational needs determined by students, parents, community groups, and other 

stakeholders; 
• Long-term commitment and dedication to systematic change; 
• Strive to make changes to improve education; 
• Active role by teachers in overall school operations; 
• Collaboration;  
• Decision-making based on factual information; 
• Teachers are not to blame for quality problems caused by poor systems and processes; 

and 
• Utilization of existing resources. 

 
Key roles of players in this approach 

• Administration—need to delegate and empower teachers through teamwork; 
• Teachers (employee)—need to view education from student viewpoint and work with 

administrators as a team; 
• Students (both customer and employee) —should question the learning process and 

suggest changes; and 
• Parents not only in role of customer but also as supplier. 

 
Process for conducting this approach 

1. Establish commitment from district and school administration. 
2. Identify someone as a “Quality Coordinator.” 
3. Create a mission statement. 
4. Identify internal and external customers and suppliers. 
5. Encourage involvement from internal and external customers on an on-going basis. 
6. Gain knowledge about the Total Quality Process. 
7. Institutionalize the process: 
• Measurement tools used in school districts: 

− Flow diagrams; 
− Cause-and-effect diagrams; 
− Run or control charts; 
− Scatter diagrams; 
− Pareto diagrams; 
− Nominal group techniques; 
− Force-field analysis. 

 
Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 

• People do not like to change. 
• Leaders are supposed to take charge—quality requires cooperation from everyone. 
• People are lazy. 
• We just cannot let go of grades. 
• We do not value knowledge and training enough to pay for it. 
• We do not use data to improve systems. 
• State mandates get in the way. 
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• Using “TQM” will fail where quality will succeed—cannot just use tools of TQM, you 
must understand deeper meaning behind quality. 

• Challenges to using TQM in the educational sector:  
− Restricted resources not controlled by schools; 
− Customers and society do not always value education as a product; 
− Schools cannot control external factors that influence the school environment; 
− Reduction in financial resources; 
− Goals are set by external forces; 
− People feel change is not necessary; 
− “Monopoly” mindset of schools; 
− Teachers are not trained by the schools; 
− High turnover rate of teachers and staff; and 
− Lack of focus on customer needs. 

 
 

Utilization-Focused Evaluation 
 
Definition 

Utilization-focused evaluation is an evaluation approach that consistently places the use 
of evaluation findings at the center of its processes. This approach is most concerned with 
involving the primary intended users of the evaluation in order to ensure that the findings will be 
used, not left sitting on a shelf. Due to this focus on specific use, utilization-focused evaluation is 
highly situational and personal. 

  
Purpose/rationale behind this approach  

Utilization-focused evaluation may be seen as a reaction to program evaluations that have 
no real effect on program decisions or implementations. Because the reasons for this lack of use 
vary from poor evaluation design to political and power issues, utilization-focused evaluation’s 
aim is to overcome these barriers and make findings usable. The main purpose of this approach is 
always to impact a program, not to advance basic research or fulfill evaluation mandates. 
 
Key roles of the players in this approach 

The primary intended users of the evaluation findings (the most important players): they 
determine the (a) purpose of the program evaluation, (b) the criteria to be used in the evaluation, 
and (c) the methods to be employed. 

 
The evaluator is a facilitator of this process who: (a) works to engender commitment to 

both the evaluation and its use by the intended users, (b) who suggests a framework for the 
evaluation, and (c) who then facilitates the evaluation process. They may be external or internal 
evaluators and are subject to the usual advantages and disadvantages (objectivity, credibility, and 
so forth) of external versus internal evaluation. Whether internal or external, the evaluator in this 
approach is still the accountable party for the accuracy, feasibility, and propriety of the 
evaluation. 

 
Process for conducting this approach 

1. Conduct a stakeholder analysis: identify interests and commitments of potential users and 
then determine the primary intended users; 

2. Negotiate a process to involve primary intended users in evaluation decisions; 
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3. Determine the primary purposes and intended uses of evaluation (judgment, 
improvement, knowledge, process use) and then focus by prioritizing evaluation 
questions and issues; 

4. Simulate use with potential findings and identify any further questions and issues; 
5. Make design and measurement decisions (check for quality of decisions based on 

evaluation standards; e.g., validity, practicality, ethics, appropriateness); 
6. Collect data; 
7. Organize data to be understandable to all users; 
8. Actively involve users in interpreting findings; 
9. Facilitate intended use by intended users; 
10. Disseminate findings to potential users and any other appropriate groups; and 
11. End by evaluating the evaluation. 

 
Values, premises, & characteristics associated with this approach 

Premises of utilization-focused evaluation: 
• Commitment to intended use should be the driving force in an evaluation. 
• Strategizing about use is ongoing and continuous from the very beginning of the 

evaluation. 
• The “personal factor” contributes significantly. 
• Careful and thoughtful stakeholder analysis should inform identification of primary 

intended users. 
• Useful evaluations must be designed and adapted situationally. 
• Intended users’ commitment to use can be nurtured and enhanced by actively involving 

them in making significant decisions in the evaluation. 
• High-quality participation is the goal, not high-quantity participation. 
• High-quality involvement of intended users will result in high-quality, useful evaluations. 
• Evaluators have a rightful stake in an evaluation in that their credibility and integrity are 

always at risk. 
• Evaluators committed to enhancing use have a responsibility to train users in evaluation 

processes. 
• Use is different from reporting and disseminating. 

 
Common factors that facilitate use of this approach 

• Maximize the personal factor. 
• Recognize that intended use is not abstract but concerns how real people in the real world 

apply evaluation findings and experience the evaluation process. 
• Remember that people, not organizations, use evaluations; so, identify specific people 

who will be users. 
• Develop strong, working relationships between evaluator and intended users. 

 
Common factors that inhibit use of this approach 

• Evaluators make themselves the primary decision-makers. 
• Passive, vague audiences are identified as users instead of real people. 
• Organizations (e.g., the feds) are targeted as users, not specific people. 
• Decisions are focused upon, not decision-makers. 
• The evaluation’s funder is automatically assumed to be the primary stakeholder. 
• Waiting for findings before identifying intended users and uses. 
• Taking stance of standing above the fray of people and politics. 
• Intended users are identified at outset, but ignored until final report. 
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