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ii Welcome

Understanding the “How”  
of Quality Improvement:
Lessons from the Rhode Island 
Program Quality Intervention
Elizabeth Devaney, Charles Smith, 
and Kenneth Wong
The question is not only whether 
programs improve but how quality 
interventions effect change in 
afterschool program practices.

Exploring Self-
Esteem in a Girls’ 
Sports Program: 
Competencies and 
Connections Create 
Change
Ellen Markowitz
We say our programs 
“build self-esteem,” 
but we struggle to 
document the changes 
we see taking place in youth. Shifting the focus from how 
youth feel to their competence and connections may help.

Helping Youth Prepare for 
Careers: What Can Out-of-
School Time Programs Do?
Kathryn Hynes, Kaylin M. Greene, 
and Nicole Constance
Exemplary career programming 
overcomes the obstacles to 
engaging older youth and shows 
them how to find the “next rung 
on the ladder.”

Supporting Youth 
with Special 
Needs in Out-
of-School Time: 
A Study of OST 
Providers in  
New Jersey

Jane Sharp, Elizabeth Rivera Rodas, and Alan R. Sadovnik
A survey of OST administrators and staff shows that 
professional development can influence providers’ 
willingness and ability to include children with special 
needs in their programs.

Human Resources:  
Staffing Out-of-School 
Time Programs in the  
21st Century
Ron Asher
Offering low-wage, part-time 
jobs is a systemic feature of the 
afterschool landscape. Now 
what?

Beyond the 
Pipeline: STEM 
Pathways 
for Youth 
Development
Gabrielle H. Lyon, 
Jameela Jafri, and 
Kathleen St. Louis

Empowering under-
represented groups to 

pursue STEM interests is less a matter of 
repairing a “leaky pipeline” than of building 
pathways for meaningful participation.

Build IT: Scaling and 
Sustaining an Afterschool 
Computer Science  
Program for Girls
Melissa Koch, Torie Gorges, 
and William R. Penuel

“Co-design”—including youth devel-
opment staff along with curriculum 
designers—is the key to developing 
an effective program that is both scalable and sustainable.
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WELCOME

When I left high school six years after the signing of Title IX, my school still didn’t 
have a girls’ soccer team. Now, in the 40th anniversary year of Title IX, more than 
500 girls play soccer just in the community league in my small town, not to mention 
the many female players on school-sponsored JV and varsity teams. 

As a lifelong community sports team coach and 
educator, I am moved by the tremendous influence of the 
37 words that make up Title IX. I grew up on sports teams 
and have coached my own daughters in their sports 
endeavors. It is not a leap for me to connect sports 
participation with the development of important academic, 
emotional, and social skills. Ellen Markowitz’s article 
“Exploring Self-Esteem in a Girls’ Sports Program” (page 
11) is timely in its examination of the value sports 
participation brings to girls’ lives, including the 
development of competence, social acceptance, self-
perception, and self-esteem. 

Title IX and its implementation have been 
transformational in girls’ and women’s lives—and not just in 
sports. Title IX rejects gender discrimination in any 
education program or activity. Another area in which girls 
and youth of color are underrepresented is science, 

technology, engineering, and math (STEM). The National AfterSchool Association and 
the U.S. Department of Education’s 21st Century Community Learning Centers program 
office have emphasized the critical role that out-of-school time (OST) programs can play 
in developing and delivering STEM experiences for children and youth. 

Through the generous funding of the Noyce Foundation, we are devoting part of 
this issue to the converging issues and priorities that currently make up OST STEM. 
Project Exploration’s Youth-Science Matrix (page 48) offers a unique STEM 
engagement model that values multiple entry points and promotes a continuum of 
opportunities throughout a young person’s social and intellectual development. 
“Build IT” (page 58) focuses on designing a girls’ computer science program for 
sustainability.  A substantial benefit of the program is that it enhanced the IT skills 
not only of participating girls but also of the facilitators, themselves largely young 
women of color with little background in computer science.

We are thrilled in this 40th anniversary year of Title IX to call attention to girls’ 
experiences and to highlight the important contribution of OST programs to STEM 
learning, particularly for populations that traditionally have been on the sidelines 
looking in. 

Georgia Hall, Ph.D.
Senior Research Scientist, NIOST
Managing Editor, Afterschool Matters 
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Over the past 10 years, afterschool and youth develop-

ment programming has moved from providing childcare 

for working parents to being an integral component of 

the learning day, supporting the academic, social, and 

emotional development of young people (C. S. Mott 

Foundation, 2007; Durlak & Weissberg, 2007). An im-

portant part of that transition has been a growing em-

phasis on improving program quality. Many communi-

ties around the country have begun to create site-level 

continuous improvement models (Wilson-Ahlstrom & 
Yohalem, 2008; Yohalem & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2009). 
Aligned performance measures help program adminis-
trators evaluate the quality of young people’s experience 
and give them a framework for improvement. 

Many of these quality interventions target the lead-
ers of afterschool organizations rather than simply di-
recting attention to the teaching staff. Afterschool pro-
gram managers often start their careers as front-line staff 

and work their way up to management positions with-
out receiving training or education in how to lead an 
organization. They may not see themselves as instruc-
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by Elizabeth Devaney, Charles Smith, and Kenneth Wong

understanding the “how”  
of quality improvement
Lessons from the Rhode Island Program Quality Intervention
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tional leaders and may not have training in how to 
change the direction and design of their organization or 
how to develop the people who work for them. 

The literature on school leadership and climate 
change highlights why a leader-focused approach makes 
sense. Researchers have demonstrated that improvements 
in school leadership can lead to improved teaching capac-
ity and therefore to improved student achievement. In 
their meta-analysis of 70 studies of principal leadership, 
Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003) identified 21 sep-
arate responsibilities of school instructional leaders, from 
fostering a culture of shared beliefs to establishing order 
to providing resources and professional development. 
Improvements in a leader’s ability to perform these re-
sponsibilities were linked to im-
proved student achievement. Other 
reviews of the research have simi-
larly found that school leaders have 
a responsibility to set direction, de-
velop people, and redesign the or-
ganization in order to achieve im-
proved student outcomes 
(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, 
Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). 

Our study looks at how par-
ticipation in a continuous quality 
improvement initiative produces 
higher-quality practice in Rhode Island’s afterschool 
community by fostering change in program management 
practices. Among other findings, we discovered that 
quality improvement begins with program managers, 
who then lead the process of change.

The Rhode Island Program Quality Intervention
The Youth Program Quality Intervention (YPQI), devel-
oped by the David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program 
Quality, is one intervention focused on program managers 
that is being used in communities across the country 
(Smith et al., 2012). YPQI is a multi-level intervention that 
uses continuous improvement practices to increase stu-
dent exposure to positive youth development methods. 

In Rhode Island, development of a statewide quality 
improvement system based on YPQI began in 2004, 
when the Wallace Foundation awarded a large grant that 
allowed for the establishment of an afterschool interme-
diary—the Providence After School Alliance (PASA)—
and made quality an explicit priority. In partnership with 
the Weikart Center, PASA created the Rhode Island 
Program Quality Assessment (RIPQA), a tool comprising 
the Weikart Center’s validated Youth Program Quality 

Assessment (HighScope, 2005) and a locally developed 
administrative checklist. The RIPQA was piloted and 
rolled out statewide in 2006. Since then, PASA has part-
nered with the Rhode Island After School Plus Alliance 
and the 21st Century Community Learning Centers ini-
tiative at the state Department of Education to create an 
improvement system—the Rhode Island Program 
Quality Intervention (RIPQI)—with the assessment tool 
at its center. Close to 100 organizations across the state 
are engaging in the process, including all 65 of the 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers. The RIPQI in-
cludes the following activities:
•	 Training in the use of the RIPQA
•	 Observation of individual program offerings at the 

point of service (where youth 
and adults interact) by teams of 
impartial external advisors and 
internal staff

• Assessment of management prac-
tices including staffing and pro-
fessional development supports, 
family and community engage-
ment, and administrative practices

• Quality improvement planning 
with the support of a trained 
quality advisor

• Five hours of on-site technical 
assistance connected to the quality improvement plan

•	 �Participation in optional training aligned with the 
RIPQA

Each participating organization is paired with an ex-
pert “quality advisor” or coach for up to 25 hours every 
other year to complete the RIPQI process. First, a team of 
program staff uses the administrative checklist (RIPQA 
Form B) to rate the organization on various administra-
tive practices. The advisor helps the team to arrive at con-
sensus about strengths and areas for growth and to de-
velop a quality improvement plan with specific action 
steps. Following this administrative audit, the advisor and 
the site director put together teams to observe three to 
five program offerings using the Weikart Center’s Youth 
Program Quality Assessment (RIPQA Form A). Again, the 
teams come to consensus and develop an action plan con-
taining specific steps for improvement. Often these action 
steps include sending staff to PASA trainings to improve 
specific skills. The quality advisor participates in observa-
tions, guides the site through this entire process, and then 
provides five hours of technical assistance or training in 
support of the site’s quality improvement action plan. 

Researchers have 
demonstrated that 

improvements in school 
leadership can lead to 

improved teaching 
capacity and therefore to 

improved student 
achievement.



PASA has developed a theory of change that gov-
erns this intervention, shown in Figure 1. The first box 
on the left represents the intervention itself and the ele-
ments that comprise it. As the or-
ganization begins to engage in the 
intervention, the program manager 
begins to make changes to his or 
her practice that in turn affect the 
whole organization. This im-
provement leads to changes at the 
point of service. As instructional 
quality improves and youth are 
more engaged, we expect to see 
the improvement in youth out-
comes the intervention was de-
signed to produce.

PASA is not the only organi-
zation to create a quality improve-
ment system based on the YPQI. 
In fact, to date, more than 70 
communities around the country 
are implementing all or some 
components of this model,1 pro-
viding substantial evidence of ef-
fectiveness. For example, in Palm 
Beach County, Florida, the inter-
mediary organization Prime Time 
Palm Beach County has been implementing a quality 
improvement system based on the YPQI for the past 
five years. A recent study of that model demonstrated 
that a quality improvement system centered around a 

valid assessment tool and associated coaching and tech-
nical assistance can have positive effects on the quality 
of instructional and management practices in after-

school programs (Sinisterra & 
Baker, 2010; Smith, Akiva, 
Blazevski, Pelle, & Devaney, 
2008). The Weikart Center, in a 
rare experimental study of a con-
tinuous improvement interven-
tion in an educational context, 
examined the effectiveness of the 
YPQI in 87 afterschool programs 
in five states. Results show that 
the YPQI had a substantial and 
statistically significant effect on 
both the continuous improvement 
practices of site managers and the 
instructional practice of front-line 
staff (Smith et al., 2012). Both 
studies provide critical context for 
understanding the likely effects of 
the RIPQI on manager and staff 
practice. Our study focuses on 
how these effects occur, notably in 
the words of site managers en-
gaged in the RIPQI process. 

Study Overview
The goal for this study was to test the validity of the theory 
of change presented above, using two guiding research 
questions:

Devaney, Smith, & Wong� UNDERSTANDING THE “HOW” OF QUALITY IMPROVEMENT   3 

Figure 1. RIPQI Theory of Change
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The Weikart Center, in a 
rare experimental study of 
a continuous improvement 

intervention in an 
educational context, 

examined the effectiveness 
of the YPQI in 87 

afterschool programs in 
five states. Results show 

that the YPQI had a 
substantial and statistically 
significant effect on both 

the continuous 
improvement practices of 

site managers and the 
instructional practice of 

front-line staff.
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1. Does the RIPQI process produce change in organiza-
tions? 

	 • Is implementation of the RIPQI related to change in 
the quality of instruction and child engagement?

	 • Is implementation of the RIPQI related to change in 
organizational context, administrative practices, and 
family engagement practices?

2. How does change happen? 
	 • What practices do managers employ that may con-

tribute to change at their site?
	 • How do managers transfer, adapt, and extend the 

RIPQI in organizational settings?
	 • In what ways are site managers affected by imple-

mentation?

The first set of questions focuses on the first three boxes 
in the theory of change: implementation of the intervention, 
change at the program level, and changes in instructional 
quality and youth engagement. The second set of questions 
explores what happens in the spaces between boxes to 
make change happen. The last step in the theory of change, 
the effect on youth outcomes, was beyond the scope of 
this study but is an important area for future research.

To answer these questions, we used a mixed-methods 
approach, employing data from 53 afterschool programs 
across Rhode Island funded by the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers office at the state 
Department of Education. Sites are required to partici-
pate in the RIPQI process every other year; at the time of 
the study, every site had participated at least once. The 
53 sites are distributed across the state, with a large con-
centration in Rhode Island’s five “core” cities—Central 
Falls, Pawtucket, Newport, Providence, and Woonsocket. 
The sites serve all age groups with about half (54 percent) 
serving elementary-age students and the remainder serv-
ing middle (30 percent) and high school (16 percent) stu-
dents. Sites range in size from 15 to 200 students per day. 

Data Sources
Our study uses the following sources of data: 
•	 Existing instructional quality data collected by trained 

observers during 2007–2010 (n = 325 program obser-
vations)

•	Surveys with program staff (n = 62) and managers 
(n = 29) 

•	 In-depth interviews with a subset of managers (n = 6) 
who reported a high level of RIPQI implementation

Observations were conducted using the Weikart 
Center’s instrument (for validation evidence see Smith & 

Hohmann, 2005), one component of the RIPQA. 
Observations were conducted during individual program 
offerings over multiple sessions involving the same staff, 
the same youth, and the same purpose. Each required at 
least 45 minutes of observation by a reliable rater. The 
tool measures instructor practice in four key domains: 
safe environment, supportive environment, interaction, 
and engagement. Each domain has several indicators. 
Instructors are rated on a three-point scale using a rubric. 

Two surveys were used for this study, one designed 
for managers, including site coordinators and other ad-
ministrators, and one designed for front-line staff who 
work directly with youth. The surveys were modeled af-
ter those used in the YPQI study, described above, in an 
effort to create items and subscales in line with the 
known reliability and validity of those tools. The re-
sponse rate was about 40 percent for the manager survey, 
with 29 managers, representing 21 of the 53 sites, re-
sponding. The staff survey had a 26 percent response 
rate; the 33 staff members who responded represented 
14 out of the 53 sites.

Finally, the interviews were conducted using a stan-
dardized open-ended approach. Lasting about one hour, 
they included 15 questions in four key domains: changes 
to practice, accountability for implementing change, 
changes to leadership style, and overall program improve-
ment. Five of the six managers interviewed were chosen 
because they reported high levels of RIPQI implementa-
tion on the survey. We also attempted to use the survey to 
identify a low-implementing manager. Only one individ-
ual had low enough scores to merit consideration as a 
contrast to the others, but her interview revealed that she 
reported low levels of implementation and change be-
cause she had recently completed the process and had not 
yet conducted extension activities or seen change happen 
at her site. We therefore simply included this manager’s 
feedback with that of the other five.

Data Analysis
To analyze the data, we first looked at each data source 
individually and then began to link sources to answer the 
two research questions. Beginning with observational 
data, we identified 13 sites with data for two individual 
program offerings at each of two time points in different 
program years. We aggregated each site’s ratings for each 
time point and then compared the two time points to de-
scribe an average amount of change for each site. Next we 
identified 21 instructors from different sites who had ob-
servational ratings in different years and then compared 
the two time points to describe an average amount of 



Devaney, Smith, & Wong� UNDERSTANDING THE “HOW” OF QUALITY IMPROVEMENT   5 

change for each individual. For each of these samples, the 
RIPQI had been carried out between the two time points.

For survey analysis, we created several subscales from 
the survey items and ran cross-item and cross-survey anal-
ysis to understand the characteristics of individuals and 
organizations who reported high and low levels of change 
in program practices and higher and lower levels of youth 
engagement as a result of the RIPQI process.

Finally, to analyze the interview data, we first read 
through each interview transcript, looking for any practice 
or performance changes reported by the site managers we 
interviewed. We then identified key themes that emerged 
across all the interviews. 

Does Change Happen?
Analysis of the observational as-
sessment data, combined with staff 
and manager reports on the sur-
veys and interviews, suggest that 
the RIPQI is working. To begin 
with, we saw high levels of fidelity 
to the RIPQI across all sites, in part 
because many of its elements are 
required. We quantified the level of 
implementation by asking managers 
and staff about their participation in various elements of 
the intervention, such as attending training, conducting 
observations, assessing administrative practices, and en-
gaging in quality improvement planning. Out of a total of 
21 elements, nine required and 12 not required, the av-
erage number in which managers participated was 10.5. 
More than half (55 percent) participated in 11 or more 
elements. We further distinguished high implementers 
from low implementers by looking at the 12 optional or 
“extension” activities, which required additional effort on 
the part of managers and staff. On average, managers par-
ticipated in 6.75 of these extension activities.

Youth program staff across Rhode Island reported 
that administrative practices and instructional experiences 
are improving as a result of the RIPQI. Managers and staff 
reported almost universally (97 percent of managers and 
81 percent of staff) that the RIPQI produced positive 
change in program quality. Fully 72 percent of managers 
and 67 percent of staff reported that the RIPQI supported 
youth to become more engaged in program offerings. 

In analyzing the observational data, we looked at the 
subsamples of 13 sites and 21 individual instructors from 
different sites who had observational data before and af-
ter participation in the RIPQI. We asked the simple ques-
tion: Was there positive change from the first observation 

to the time after the RIPQI had been introduced? On the 
whole, the answer was yes, although the small sample 
size reduced the power to detect statistically significant 
differences. In nearly all cases, scores went up from the 
baseline to the second observation. For the subsample of 
13 sites on which we had instructional quality data at 
two time points, differences in observed quality were 
positive, particularly in the domain of safe environment, 
where we saw statistically significant change. 

Our best test of baseline-to-post–RIPQI change is 
for the 21 individual instructors who were observed 
doing the same program at two time points, with 

exposure to the RIPQI in between. 
In these cases, the average score 
change was large and statistically 
significant. While scores improved 
in all four key domains, statistically 
significant change occurred in the 
total score as well as in two 
domains: supportive environment 
and interaction.

How Does Change Happen?
That the RIPQI is working was 
one question this study set out to 

answer. Our findings provide evidence supporting the 
theory of change. When fully implemented—that is, 
when staff embrace the process and engage in activities 
beyond what is simply required—the RIPQI does appear 
to produce measurable change in instructional practice. 
These findings serve to confirm with local data what 
the more rigorous studies described above suggest: 
that the investment in the RIPQI has produced gains 
in the quality of afterschool programs across the state. 
However, perhaps the more intriguing finding from this 
study is how the RIPQI is working. If we understand the 
how, we can improve training for sites and better prepare 
quality coaches.

The manager interviews allowed us to further ex-
plore how administrative practices support changes to 
instruction. Across the interviews, several themes 
emerged regarding how the RIPQI changed management 
practices and policies.

Changes to Manager Practice
Managers reported changes in how they viewed or car-
ried out their roles. Several talked about being more 
comfortable in the role of instructional leader, being 
more able to provide feedback to program instructors, 
freeing up time to provide better supervision, and in gen-

Youth program staff  
across Rhode Island 

reported that 
administrative practices 

and instructional 
experiences are  

improving as a result of 
the RIPQI.
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eral being more intentional about how they ran their 
sites. For example, one manager reported: 

I used to just think that I’d hire the facilitators and 
they’d know what to do and how to interact with 
kids, or teachers would come on board and it’d be, 
“Oh, they’re a school teacher so I don’t really have to 
tell them anything,” but…I think I’m more comfort-
able speaking up to facilitators now, and I do it more 
often…. I think that I [have] become a stronger lead-
er because I’m more intentional about the supervi-
sion and the feedback that I 
give people in the observa-
tions that I do with them.

Another core part of changing 
the manager role was improving ori-
entation and training for staff. All six 
managers mentioned this element 
and described how incorporating the 
RIPQA into their training allowed 
them to better prepare their staff to 
meet expectations. One manager ex-
plained that the RIPQA “gave me 
some way to structure my trainings with my staff, and it gave 
them a structure of how to think about their time in the class-
room with students.” Another talked about how she selected 
one indicator from the RIPQA to discuss at each staff meeting.

Improvements to Communication
One of the most prevalent themes that came out of the 
interviews was improvement to communication at all 
levels. Managers reported better communication between 
site managers and staff, site managers and their supervi-
sors, the program and parents, and instructors and youth. 
Communication was defined broadly but included some 
of the following types of changes or improvements:
•	 Improved policies and procedures, clarifying to every-

one what was expected of participating youth and staff
•	 More intentional and more regular supervision of staff, 

including not only formal supervision but also more 
informal observations, check-ins, and meetings

•	 Improved communication with youth, including more 
opportunities for youth to voice their opinions and 
have a say in the program structure through, for ex-
ample, youth advisory councils, student focus groups, 
and one-on-one conversations with instructors

•	 Better staff meetings that took advantage of the RIPQA 
tool and its core indicators

•	 Improved staff connections to family and community, 
more parental involvement

One manager talked about a change she made to  the 
program schedule to allow for more communication 
among staff:

Every day, as an entire group, we meet at 2:00—ev-
ery single day. And we have a check-in about the 
day, talk a little bit about the logistics of the after-
noon…and then, there’s that open hour…where ev-
eryone is paid to be at work to…do lesson planning, 
get their snacks ready, meet with each other…or 
someone will have scheduled a time to come and 

meet with me one-on-one. But we 
have that hour set aside every day.

Another talked about how she 
uses the RIPQA to help herself and 
her team set goals:

During my supervision that I 
have with them on a monthly 
basis, that’s one of the talking 
points that we have, is the 
RIPQA process. And how do I 
feel that it’s going, are there 
any issues going on, is there 

anything that I think we can strive [for]…. 
I’m constantly setting goals every month, talking 
about the goals that we’ve met.

Improvements in Program Structure
Several managers reported that the RIPQA process pro-
vided them with a practice that helps them shape and 
make improvements to the overall program structure. As 
one manager put it, the RIPQA “creates procedure. It cre-
ates form. It creates a structure that you can work within 
that is still flexible.” Another reported:

I think the biggest thing is just offering a structure 
that seems to really work...There’s just so much 
when you’re trying to hire, and staff, and train youth 
workers coming from such different backgrounds. I 
cannot assume that they’re coming in with a certain 
skill set, and [the RIPQA] has kind of allowed me to 
structure our programming and structure the way 
we think about how we interact with students.

The changes to program structure that resulted 
from the process were not purely abstract. One manager 
talked more concretely about how the process helped 
her restructure her program:

One of the main things that came out of our RIPQA 
process two years ago was that we were working our 
kindergarten and first graders way too hard…. We 

One manager explained 
that the RIPQA “gave me 
some way to structure my 

trainings with my staff, 
and it gave them a 

structure of how to think 
about their time in the 

classroom with students.”
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restructured our K and 1 program based on the 
RIPQA process…. And there was a huge change in 
behavior, and meltdowns, and kids passing out at 
4:30—just falling asleep because they were so ex-
hausted because we worked them so hard. 

Improvements in Hiring Practices and  
Staff Composition
A fourth theme that came out of the interviews was the 
impact the RIPQA process had on the composition of the 
staff. All interviewed managers talked about such efforts 
as rewriting job descriptions to better reflect the quality 
standards, making changes to the organizational chart to 
allow for better staffing, creating assistant director posi-
tions in order to free up the site manager to spend more 
time on quality improvement, and firing staff or using 
natural transition to eliminate staff who were not com-
mitted to reflective practice and improvement. One man-
ager described this last kind of change: 

After about a year of RIPQA, when I realized that 
there were some staff that were either apprehensive 
or completely just holding back from being a part of 
this and moving forward like we were, they were not 
asked to come back to work this year… They may be 
wonderful youth workers, but if they’re not aligned 
with the vision and the needs that your school has, 
then it’s just not the right fit anymore.

Improvements in Instruction 
Of course the changes listed above are valuable only if 
they eventually have a direct impact on the experience 
of young people in the program. Although at least two 
of the managers felt that the changes they were making 
had not yet led to improved instruction, others talked 
about what they saw changing for the young people in 
their programs, including: 
•	 Improvements to the safety and environment includ-

ing more secure entrances and sign-out procedures, 
more appropriately sized furniture, and better fire drill 
procedures.

•	 Improvements to the quality of interaction between 
the youth and the staff. For example, staff asked more 
open-ended questions and were more intentional 
about greeting each student; youth voice was solicited 
through time built in for feedback and reflection. 

One manager reported on how the program elicited 
youth voice: 

The ten-minute, five-minute check-in at the end of a 
class, “How did this go for you? What’s your favorite 

part? How can we make it better?” —that was some-
thing that kids really did come to me and say, “Hey, 
guess what? We told them we didn’t like this class 
this day and they’re going to change it.” And that 
was a big thing.

The How of Program Improvement
These findings describe changes to administrative and 
management practices that can lead to improved instruc-
tion and increased youth engagement as described in the 
theory of change. When fully implemented, the RIPQI 
does appear to produce significant change in instruction-
al practice, as measured by the observations, as well as in 
greater youth engagement, as reported by managers and 
staff. In addition, it appears to have an effect on manage-
ment practice, as described by the program managers 
interviewed for this study. 

So what is actually going on at the site level that 
makes change happen? Taken together, the observational 
data, survey responses, and interview transcripts begin 
to tell a story that mirrors the theory of change laid out 
above. That is, sites appear to go through a flow of activ-
ity that starts with structural change and ends with im-
provements to instructor practice:

Structural change:  
administrative practices, hiring and firing, policies

Organizational and climate change:  
communication, training

Manager-level change:  
becoming instructional leaders

Changes to instructional practice:  
youth experience in the program

Structural Change 
It appears that change begins at the higher levels of 
administration. The RIPQI provides a framework and 
context for getting the right staff in place to do the 
right jobs. By revising job descriptions, hiring more in-
tentionally, firing staff who aren’t a good fit, creating 
new policies and procedures, and shifting job duties, 
organizations ensure that their staff members are strong 
and committed and that they understand exactly what 
is expected of them. 
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Organizational and Climate Change 
Once the right mix of staff is in place, the RIPQI seems to 
provide the staff with a framework for improved com-
munication. This communication takes several forms, 
but the most common changes seem to be dramatic im-
provements to orientation and training for new and re-
turning staff and more intentional staff meetings. By us-
ing the RIPQA to shape new orientations, managers 
ensure that all staff members have a set of shared stan-
dards to work from and can therefore establish common 
goals. After establishing a common language at the be-
ginning of the year, managers then 
used aspects of the RIPQA through-
out the year at staff meetings. The 
standards provided managers with 
a structure around which to shape 
meetings intentionally. 

The survey data tell us that 
staff who are most likely to report 
changes in their practice are those 
who feel most supported by their 
supervisors and who feel they un-
derstand the shared goals of their 
organization. It stands to reason, 
then, that, as the climate of the or-
ganization becomes more inten-
tionally aligned with the RIPQA and staff are receiving 
more training and better support through ongoing super-
vision and staff meetings, they will feel more supported 
and therefore more inclined to enact change.

Manager-Level Change 
As managers become more certain of their staffing mix, 
create a shared language for the staff, establish clearer 
policies and procedures, and develop an infrastructure 
for intentional staff meetings, they begin to feel more 
confident as instructional leaders. Every manager talked 
about continuing to conduct informal and formal obser-
vations after the official RIPQI process was over. These 
managers now have language for giving staff feedback on 
their performance. Many also talked about establishing 
more regular and intentional supervision with their staff, 
using the RIPQA as a guideline. When staff are hired and 
trained using a common language, managers can more 
easily provide guided support for their practice. The sur-
vey data suggest that the front-line staff most likely to 
change their practice are those who are involved deeply 
in the quality improvement process. As managers be-
come more comfortable giving feedback, they are likely 
not only to observe their staff, but also to provide recom-

mendations and feedback that lead to the final product: 
improvements to instructional practice.

Changes to Instructional Practice
The final stage in the theory of change that our study ad-
dressed is improvement to instructional practice. This 
process of change—improving the staffing mix; creating 
a shared language and common goals; and more inten-
tionally supporting staff through improved communica-
tion, training, and supervision—takes time. Sites that 
have engaged in the process longer or that have strong 

leaders are further along than oth-
ers. Several managers, but not all, 
did report change at the instructor 
level. Many of the changes manag-
ers described were basic and rela-
tively easy to achieve, such as 
greeting all youth warmly, improv-
ing the appropriateness of furni-
ture and supplies, and creating a 
sense of belonging. However, a few 
managers referred to development 
of higher-order skills among their 
instructors, such as asking more 
open-ended questions, providing 
opportunities for youth to reflect 

on the program, and doing more intentional planning. 

Study Limitations
This study has several important limitations. For one, it 
used existing, but incomplete, observational data col-
lected as part of a quality improvement system. Not ev-
ery site had a complete set of observational data at two 
time points. We based our analysis on those that did. 

A second limitation is the small sample size. As noted 
above, we had a relatively low response rate on the staff 
and manager surveys, probably because we distributed 
them in June, when many programs were breaking for the 
summer. By design, interviews were conducted with just 
six individuals. With more time and better response rates, 
the data might have yielded different findings.

A final limitation is that the study was conducted by 
someone very close to the RIPQI process. Elizabeth 
Devaney created the RIPQI in partnership with the 
Weikart Center and has been largely responsible for its 
growth and development into a quality improvement sys-
tem in Rhode Island. She is not an impartial researcher. 
Those surveyed and interviewed knew Elizabeth well and 
may have tailored their responses to her. However, her 
closeness to the sites was also a benefit because she was 

As managers become 
more comfortable giving 
feedback, they are likely 
not only to observe their 
staff, but also to provide 

recommendations  
and feedback that lead to 

the final product: 
improvements to 

instructional practice.
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intimately familiar with the RIPQI and the nuances of 
implementation.

Further research is needed to confirm the validity 
of these findings and to explore what effect additional 
factors, such as the experience level and education of 
the manager, the longevity of staff, and the program set-
ting, may have. Although these findings mirror the edu-
cation literature on administrator effect on teacher 
practice (Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2003), 
there may be other ways to understand the flow of fac-
tors that affect instructor improvement, including the 
effect of formal education and training. The field would 
benefit from additional research 
exploring the pathways to instructor 
improvement.

Implications
The purpose of the study was to 
gain a better understanding of how 
the RIPQI achieves effects on after-
school organizations in Rhode 
Island. Its findings have implica-
tions both locally and nationally. 
Locally, these findings suggest that 
Rhode Island’s quality improve-
ment system is working but is 
highly dependent on administra-
tors embedding the process and the language of the 
RIPQA into their organizations. Managers who can trans-
late a one-time assessment and quality improvement pro-
cess into an ongoing, embedded system of continuous 
improvement are going to be more successful than those 
who can’t. Knowing that, RIPQI decision makers may 
want to redesign training for new sites and quality coach-
es to include strategies for embedding the process into 
ongoing program planning. For example, bringing suc-
cessful managers into the training to share lessons 
learned and promising strategies may improve imple-
mentation at new sites. 

Nationally, this study can inform communities that 
are developing and launching quality improvement sys-
tems based on the same or similar tools and practices. A 
clear lesson from this study is that focusing on managers 
at the start may be more effective than moving directly 
to individual instructors. Without a shared language 
and infrastructure for discussing quality improvement, 
instructor-level change may not happen or may be 
short-lived at best. Change seems to happen on a con-
tinuum that begins with the administration.
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by Ellen Markowitz

When asked what my girls’ afterschool sports program 

does for participants, I used to say that it “builds self-

esteem.” While this may have been true to some de-

gree, I was expressing a program objective, rather than 

a researched outcome. Only after exploring self-esteem 

in my doctoral program did I begin to understand how 

complex and difficult it is to measure self-esteem. Now 

I have a deeper appreciation both for the challenges 

facing those who research self-esteem and for the role

afterschool programs can play in facilitating its develop-
ment, particularly among adolescent girls.

Self-esteem has been problematic for researchers 
because it is complex, stable, and hard to measure 
(Steinberg, 1996). When assessing the self-esteem of 
out-of-school time (OST) program participants, some 
researchers may think their instruments will not detect 
changes, either because the program does not last long 
enough to make a difference or because self-esteem is 

multidimensional and difficult to change. Some may re-
spond to high-stakes testing and the pressure to demon-
strate program outcomes by assessing concepts or be-
haviors with the strongest potential to show change, 
regardless of how they fit with program objectives. These 
responses can create a chasm between practitioners and 
researchers. Practitioners see firsthand that participants 
change how they feel about themselves, but researchers 
either have trouble capturing this phenomenon or are 
substituting other attributes for self-esteem.

This article attempts to address these gaps by re-
viewing research about self-esteem and adolescent 
girls, presenting findings from a study exploring girls’ 
experiences in a sports-based youth development pro-
gram, and attempting to engage practitioners and re-
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searchers in new conversations about self-esteem and 
how we assess it. 

Understanding Self-Esteem 
Understanding how individuals feel about themselves 
has been a quest of researchers for many years (Blumer, 
1969; Mead, 1934). Currently, the predominant view is 
that self-esteem is hierarchical and multidimensional, 
consisting of various levels of self-assessment (Marsh, 
1990). At the highest level, global self-worth is one’s over-
all assessment of how one feels about oneself. This level 
is the most stable and difficult to change (Marsh, 1990). 

Below global self-worth is domain-level self-esteem, which 
consists of how one feels about oneself in areas of one’s 
life such as family, athletics, academics, and friends. 
Below the domains are sub-domains. Sub-domains under 
the domain of athletic competence, for example, might 
be the specific sports one plays, such as basketball, soc-
cer, or tennis. Below sub-domains are situations, such as 
shooting free throws or serving. In this hierarchical mod-
el (see Figure 1), the odds of increasing one’s self-esteem 
are better at the lower levels, in sub-domains or situa-
tions. For example, improving skills in a particular sport 
can enhance one’s perception of competence in that sub-
domain, which might then “trickle up” to the domain of 
athletic competence. 

In this hierarchical model of self-esteem, the two 
main influences on self-esteem are perceptions of com-
petence and social support, as shown in Figure 2 (Harter, 
1987). Perceptions of competence refers to how capable 
one feels at a skill or activity. Social support is how much 
one feels supported or encouraged by others. Though 
global self-esteem is considered stable (Steinberg, 1996), 
domain self-esteem levels can change contextually and 
over time. Domain-level self-esteem and its effect on 
overall global self-esteem are derived from the combina-
tion of how important a particular domain is and how 
competent we feel in it. Overall self-esteem, or global 
self-worth, is a composite of all of one’s domain self-es-
teem levels, combined with the level of importance as-
sociated with each domain (Harter, 1990). For example,  
when I was a child I was a good athlete and felt high 
perceptions of competence in sports. In addition, the do-
main of sport was very important to me. This combina-
tion contributed to my global self-esteem. On the other 
hand, I was not as skilled at playing the piano. Fortunately, 
my low perceptions of competence in music did not af-
fect me so much because music was not a high priority in 
my life. Thus, individuals can have varying levels of self-
esteem depending on domains, and the domains that 
have more relevance will carry more weight in assessing 
their global self-esteem. This combination of domains 

Global self-worth

Domain 
self-
esteem

Domain 
self-
esteem

Domain 
self-
esteem

Sub-
domain

Sub-
domain

Situation

Perceptions of 
competence

Social support

Self-esteem  
(domain and global)

Outcomes

Figure 2. Antecedents of Self-Esteem

Figure 1. Hierarchical Model of Self-Esteem
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and associated values makes self-esteem complex and 
hard to measure. 

Self-Esteem & Adolescent Girls
Several distinct patterns have emerged in research on ad-
olescent girls’ self-esteem. One well-documented finding 
is a decline of self-esteem in white middle-class girls 
(AAUW, 1992; Birndorf, Ryan, Auinger, & Aten, 2005; 
Quatman & Watson, 2001). 
However, this phenomenon is not 
found in African-American girls, 
who consistently report higher self-
esteem than white girls and do not 
experience the same declines in 
self-esteem that white or Latina 
girls do in early adolescence (Biro, 
Striegel-Moore, Franko, Padgett, & 
Bean, 2006; Greene & Way, 2005; 
Kimm et al., 2002). Rather than the 
loss of voice that characterizes this 
period for white or Latina girls, black girls often experi-
ence an increase in voice. Therefore, research about one 
ethnic group of adolescent girls cannot be generalized to 
all groups. Moreover, ethnic labels can never represent all 
girls who share that ethnicity, because there is more varia-
tion within groups than across groups (Eccles, Barber, 
Jozefowicz, Malenchuk, & Vide, 1999). In addition, con-
text makes a difference. Whether at home, at school, or in 
an OST program, youth feel differently about themselves, 
their skills, and their relationships depending on the con-
text, who is there, and what they are doing. 

Framing the Study
To support healthy development, girls need contexts and 
activities that foster self-esteem, and particularly its ante-
cedents: perceptions of competence and social support. 
One particularly important context for positive develop-
ment is OST learning, specifically sport and physical ac-
tivity programs. The most popular OST activity is sports 
(Larson & Verma, 1999; Theokas & Lerner, 2006). 
Though significant gender gaps still exist, particularly in 
urban communities, girls who participate in sports can 
receive many social, psychological, and health benefits 
(Sabo & Veliz, 2008). 

Participation in sports and physical activity can en-
hance the physical competence, health, and well-being of 
girls (Bowker, 2006; Pederson & Seidman, 2004; Richman 
& Shaffer, 2000). For example, girls who participate in 
physical activity report positive feelings about body image, 
increased self-confidence and motivation, and enhanced 

mood states (Wiese-Bjornstal, 1997). They also report re-
duced symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression 
(Greenberg & Oglesby, 1997). Girls who participate in 
sports are more likely to graduate high school and go to 
college  and are less likely to be sexually active or get 
pregnant than are girls who do not participate in sports 
(Miller, Melnick, Barnes, Farrell, & Sabo, 2005). Finally, 
sports participation has been associated with lower drop-

out rates (Mahoney & Cairns, 
1997), particularly for low-income 
or at-risk youth, white females in 
suburban and rural schools, and 
Latina athletes in rural schools 
(Fredericks & Eccles, 2006). 

Little research has been con-
ducted on girls’ sports programs as 
developmental contexts, especially 
for girls of color (Tucker Center, 
2007). My study centered on un-
derstanding how and why adoles-

cent girls of color can experience increases in self-esteem 
by participating in a girls’ sports program.

Methodology
To understand participants’ perceptions of their own self-
esteem, I used both qualitative and quantitative approach-
es, with an emphasis on qualitative. While quantitative 
methods provided an informative snapshot, qualitative 
methods allowed for in-depth exploration of the complex 
phenomenon of self-esteem. A mixed-methods design 
gave me data on both processes and outcomes, leveraging 
the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods 
(Bryman, 2006; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

The research site was a program offered by PowerPlay 
NYC, a girls’ sports-based youth development organiza-
tion that I founded in 1998. PowerPlay offers sports and 
life skill programs annually for more than 400 girls, ages 
7–17, in New York City. During the summer, PowerPlay 
runs an intensive eight-week Summer Leadership 
Academy for 30 high school girls. Participants are typi-
cally 13–17 years old, from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds, and are mostly African American. My study in-
cluded 13 program participants: nine African American, 
two Latina, and two Asian. 

I was careful to incorporate appropriate research 
measures to ensure validity and to check my potential 
biases as the founder of the organization. These measures 
included peer review and discussion of my findings. I 
also focused on participants’ experiences rather than on 
the program itself.

Rather than the loss of 
voice that characterizes 
this period for white or 
Latina girls, black girls 
often experience an 

increase in voice. 
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Methods
Data sources included interview transcriptions, pre- and 
post-participation surveys, and observational field notes. 
I conducted three sets of participant interviews, one be-
fore and one immediately after the program, and another 
three months later. All of the interviews (n = 37) were 
semi-structured, recorded, and transcribed by profes-
sionals. In the first interview, prior to the academy, I 
asked participants about themselves, their families and 
friends, school and sports, and other activities. In the 
second interview, after the program, I asked girls about 
their experience in the program, what they learned, how 
this experience influenced them, to whom they felt close 
during the program, and how satisfied they were with 
the program. The third interview included questions 
about whether the girls were still using what they learned 
in the program and about their relationships with acad-
emy participants, their sport participation, and the im-
pact of this experience in their lives. For all interviews, I 
used follow-up probes such as “why?” “how?” and “in 
what way?” to elicit more elaborate responses.

Pre- and post-participation surveys were used to 
explore participants’ self-esteem (n = 13). Adolescent 
self-esteem has typically been measured through self-
report on questionnaires. I used The Self Perception Profile 
for Adolescents (Harter, 1988), a multi-dimensional self-
report instrument consisting of a 36-item scale made up 
of six sub-scales: five domain-specific sub-scales for 
scholastic competence, social acceptance, athletic com-
petence, physical appearance, and behavioral conduct, 
along with one global scale of self-worth. Although the 
sample is small, this quantitative perspective comple-
ments the qualitative data. 

Finally, I was a participant-observer during the acad-
emy for three weeks. During 105 hours of observations, 
I took extensive field notes to record social processes, 
actions and behaviors, and group activities, focusing on 
participants and their relationships with peers and staff.

Data Analysis
Data analysis consisted of both deductive and inductive 
coding. I started with codes derived from research litera-
ture and then added codes that arose from the data. 
Initial codes included self-perceptions, athletic competence, 
scholastic competence, close friendships, social acceptance, 
significant others, and skill development. Codes that arose 
from the data included coaching, challenges, future selves, 
and staff support.

In addition, the small sample size allowed me to take 
a “within girl” approach, to look at girls’ individual pro-

files across the six domains of self-esteem and explore 
domain-level changes for each girl. I was then able to 
integrate survey responses with interview responses and 
observational field notes to construct a fuller portrait of 
each girl’s perception of her self-esteem and possible 
changes influenced by the program. 

Findings
The findings are presented in three parts: girls’ percep-
tions of their global self-esteem and of its two compo-
nents, competence and social support.

Perceptions of Self-Esteem
When asked how they defined self-esteem, participants 
responded, “the way you think of yourself,” “how you 
carry yourself,” “how you feel about yourself,” and “how 
you view yourself.” These responses align with the main-
stream definition of self-esteem. When asked whether 
the academy helped to increase their self-esteem, 11 girls 
(85 percent) said they began with a healthy sense of self-
esteem, which the program reinforced. Participants scored 
high on the global self-worth subscale of the survey both 
before and after the program. On the pre-participation sur-
vey, seven girls (64 percent) scored at least 3.8 out of 4.0 
for global self-worth. This outcome is not surprising given 
that African-American adolescent females often have high 
self-esteem (Biro et al., 2006; Greene & Way, 2005; Kimm 
et al., 2002). 

Though survey results do not show changes in self-
esteem, the juxtaposition of numbers with narratives tells 
a different story. Using the “within girl” approach afford-
ed by the small sample, I was able to go “between the 
numbers,” using the interviews and observations to learn 
more about each girl’s experience. 

For example, before she came to the academy, 
“Zelda” (a pseudonym) was concerned that she would be 
the fattest participant. Her score on the pre-participation 
survey of 2.4 for athletic competence was one of the low-
est. However, during the program, Zelda was continually 
surprised that she could keep up with the other girls, 
both in stamina and in skill level. Her perception of her 
athletic competence increased, and she started to like 
sports more. Her score for athletic competence rose to 
3.0 after the program, the greatest single increase of all of 
the participants. When I spoke with her three months 
after the program, she told me that she and her dad had 
been exercising together and that she wanted to try out 
for the volleyball team next year. This change could be 
described as an example of increasing self-esteem by in-
creasing one’s perceptions of competence.
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Nene’s pre-program global self-worth score of 3.4 
was also one of the lowest of the group. In her first inter-
view, she said that she was lazy and needed a push. 
During the program, Nene became close to two girls she 
already knew from school, along with several partici-
pants in her PowerPlay newsletter group. Their closeness 
was reflected in the time they spent hanging out, laugh-
ing and joking together, and in the nicknames they gave 
one another. Nene was the “grandma” of the newsletter 
“family.” After the academy, Nene scored 4.0 in global 
self-worth. She said that PowerPlay pushed her to try 
new things and stretch herself. In November, she talked 
about her willingness to climb the ladder in a ropes 
course activity on a school trip, whereas before she 
would not have tried. Nene’s story reflects an increase in 
self-esteem generated by increased 
levels of social support. 

These two examples illustrate 
the nuanced processes of self-esteem 
development through increased 
perceptions of competence or so-
cial support. They also illustrate 
the value of the mixed-methods 
approach.

Perceptions of Competence
Because perceived competence is 
one of the key drivers of self-esteem, 
I was interested in the skills girls 
learned in the program and how 
they thought these skills helped 
them. Participants talked about 
improving their skills particularly 
in two areas: athletic competence 
and career development, particu-
larly networking skills. 

Athletic Competence
In interviews, 11 of the 13 girls (85 percent) reported 
that the program helped them to improve their sport 
skills, such as stamina or flexibility, as well as their atti-
tudes. However, the group mean for athletic competence 
stayed virtually the same on surveys (3.0 before and 2.93 
after), so that it could look as if no change had occurred. 
Of the seven girls whose mean scores were below 3.0 
before the program, four—including Zelda—reported 
post-program increases. Selena said, “I would say I im-
proved, like, my body-wise. I remember running, for ex-
ample, I wouldn’t finish laps. I remember last year I got 
to four and I got tired.” Janet also noticed improvement 

in her stamina, saying, “I felt that really helped me this 
year when I took the Pacer test [a physical activity assess-
ment] in school. Last year, I ran 56. This year, I ran 90.” 

Other girls mentioned improving skills in particular 
sports. Nene and Venus were both excited that they 
learned how to swim for the first time. Nakeeba, a mem-
ber of her high school basketball team, was happy that 
she learned some new moves from coach Maya, a former 
collegiate All-American player. Here again, qualitative 
methods revealed the nuances of how the program posi-
tively affected girls’ sense of athletic competence.

Career Development
The second major area in which participants discussed 
building their skills and feeling more competent was career 

and workplace development, spe-
cifically networking and communi-
cation skills. When asked how she 
got better at networking, Aliann 
said, “I just listened to what you 
guys said when you taught us about 
networking, and I just tried it and it 
worked.” Even Iris, one of the shyest 
girls in the program, said that she 
was better able to talk to adults: 

I think it made me more confi-
dent. Back then if I had to 
speak to a grown-up, I’d get 
really, really quiet, and then my 
heart would beat fast or what-
ever. But now my heart doesn’t 
beat fast, but I’m still quiet.

In the program, girls learned 
networking skills, practical office 

skills, such as how to copy, send faxes, and write résumés, 
and more intangible skills such as developing a profes-
sional identity. Selena said, “I learned how to keep your 
professional and personal life separate. For instance, 
e-mails—you should have a professional e-mail.” Zelda 
thought that the program helped lessen her fears about 
the workplace; she said she learned “how to put myself 
out there for people and not be afraid. Like if I go on an 
interview, or if it’s an internship, not be afraid, and show 
them what I have to offer.” 

The academy focused on using sports to teach life 
skills and enabling girls to practice these skills in a safe, 
supportive environment. Developing competencies helps 
individuals to feel better about themselves. Typically, skill 
improvement leads to increases in levels of enjoyment or 

Her score on the pre-
participation survey of 2.4 
for athletic competence 
was one of the lowest. 
However, during the 
program, Zelda was 

continually surprised that 
she could keep up with 
the other girls, both in 

stamina and in skill level. 
Her perception of her 
athletic competence 

increased, and she started 
to like sports more.



16	 Afterschool Matters� Fall 2012

in motivation and persistence in the activity, especially in 
important domains (Gould & Weiss, 1987; Weiss, 1987).

Social Support
In the Summer Leadership Academy, the staff played a 
major role both in building girls’ skills and in providing 
social support. Most of the girls acknowledged that 
the staff positively influenced the way they thought 
about themselves both by encouraging them and by 
connecting with them at their level, as if they were 
friends or family.

Many of the girls talked about how the staff encouraged 
them or gave them a push when they needed it. For exam-
ple, Iris, one of the shyest girls in the program, set a goal in 
the academy to talk more. When Delila, a co-director, 
learned about this goal, she asked Iris to speak first at the 
next weekly “Girl Talk” session. Iris would not have chosen 
to speak first without this extra push. Other girls also said 
that the counselors encouraged them when they faced chal-
lenges. When asked to describe the staff, Janet said:

I would say “encouraging,” because if someone 
would say, “I can’t do it,” they’d say, “Yes, you can.” 
Then they’d encourage you to do whatever you had 
to do that day, and not just let you sit back and say, 
“Okay, that’s fine.” 

LaToya, a second-year attendee, admitted that Maya, 
a co-director, was a big influence on her:

I think that since last year, she kind of helped me 
grow. Last year, I was a bit stubborn. This year, I 
wasn’t as stubborn. She was kind of showing me. 
She told me that I’ve changed a little.

When asked to describe the staff, the participants 
repeatedly said that the counselors were on their level or 
seemed more like friends than teachers. Janet said, “You 
look at them as your friends. You’re not a student-teacher 
relationship.” Venus thought the counselors were differ-
ent from other adults in her life because “you get so used 
to them that you forget they’re adults; you forget they’re 
older than you…. They’re like your own friends.” Iris 
said staff members were more open than other adults in 
her life. Selena said she liked that “you could relate to 
them. They kind of related to you. They shared their ex-
periences.” Anastasia thought the counselors “showed 
their personalities, which were great. That made it more 
fun and more enjoyable.” Esme said, “For you to under-
stand us, you have to get down to our level. You cannot 
think always like an adult.” 

Another interesting phenomenon related to social 
support was that girls often described staff as being like 
members of their family. Specifically, four girls (31 per-
cent) referred to a counselor as “my big sister.” Aliann 
said of one counselor:

She gave me a lot of great advice on staying focused 
with athletics and my studies. And she kind of en-
couraged me to be better in what I do than I am. 
And, yeah, she was kind of like a big sister.

The counselors also reminded girls of other family 
members. Anastasia said that Maya was like her father 
because she pushed the girls.

She was in charge of the video group and noticed 
how we … were giving up. So we were, like, “Oh, 
we don’t want to do this anymore.” And so then she 

Figure 3. Self-Esteem Development in Study Participants

Perceptions of 
competence

Social support

Self-esteem domains 
most affected: 

• Global self-worth

• Athletic competence

• Career & future self

Outcomes:

• �Improved sport 
skills

• �More open-
mindedness

• �Better 
communication & 
networking skills

• More initiative
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would say, “No, we have to finish this thing.” She 
was, like, the optimistic one.

Delila reminded Aliann of her dad because “she’s 
smart like my dad. My dad’s an English teacher too, so 
they’re all about English.” When asked how they were 
like other adults in their lives, four girls (31 percent) re-
sponded with a comparison between a counselor and a 
member of their family. Jaz said, “Jen is like my Auntie 
Shell. She took me in…. Any time I needed to talk, she 
[was] there.” Zelda said that Maya was like her Aunt Tess 
and that Delila was like a mixture of her aunts, because 
some of them were sarcastic and funny like Delila. In 
total, six girls (46 percent) identified staff as being like 
sisters or family members. 

Participants appreciated how the counselors inter-
acted with them. The counselors successfully balanced 
being on the participants’ level while remaining in a posi-
tion of authority. In the OST field, this kind of relation-
ship has been called “peer-like”; staff are perceived to be 
more like peers than like adults, although they are obvi-
ously not participants (Hirsch, 2005). This perception is 
a high compliment, conveying that staff members can be 
both friends and authority figures, shifting between the 
two roles as needed. 

Revisiting the Model
Using Harter’s framework, the process of self-esteem de-
velopment for these girls is illustrated in Figure 3.

Through interviews and surveys, participants ex-
pressed that they gained competence in the domains of 
global self-worth, athletic competence, and career and 
future self. They perceived that they enhanced their 
skills in sports and in networking and communication 
and that they developed their professional identities. 
The girls also felt strong encouragement from and con-
nection with the staff. For some girls, it seemed as if 
either increasing perceptions of competence or receiv-
ing social support was more important for triggering 
self-esteem changes, while for many girls, it seemed 
that both of these antecedents worked in synergy to 
increase self-esteem levels in particular domains. The 
two antecedents may be related; I saw girls’ percep-
tions of both their competence and their connections 
with others change because of the support of others. 
PowerPlay’s combination of opportunities for partici-
pants to practice skills and to receive positive rein-
forcement from adults was a powerful recipe for growth 
in self-esteem. 

INCREASING PERCEPTIONS OF COMPETENCE
• Facilitate and design practices that include a 

skill component or a time to practice or 
learn basic skills. Optimal sports practices 
have four parts: introduction and warm up; 
skills practice; game playing; and cool down, 
wrap up, and review.

• Break the skills down into parts, so that 
there is a progression of learning. Start with 
the easier parts and work up to the harder 
ones, or start with smaller movements 
before putting all the movements together.

• Demonstrate the skills, using all appropriate 
modalities, including kinesthetic, auditory, 
and visual. Involve youth in peer teaching. 

• Encourage youth to try new things. We 
never know if we have talent or ability until 
we try. 

• Adopt the attitude that failure is feedback. 
When youth make a mistake or feel 
challenged, they have learned what they 
need to work on.

INCREASING PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL SUPPORT
• Provide specific, positive feedback. Try to 

tailor your feedback to each person and to 
“capture the good.” Be sure to mix it up; 
don’t just say “good job” over and over 
again. Be creative in finding what kids do 
well.

• Use “feedback sandwiches” to build trust. A 
feedback sandwich has a positive comment 
as the top of the bun, constructive or 
helpful comments as the meat or cheese of 
the sandwich, and a positive comment for 
the other bun. 

• Help youth to work in pairs or small groups. 
If seating is involved, ask youth to sit in 
different seats daily or weekly and to mix it 
up so they meet new people.

• Initiate rituals such as “buddy for a day.” Set 
up mini-mentorships in which someone who 
is very skilled helps to teach a peer who is 
not as good at that activity.

• In team sports, modify the activity to include 
a certain number of passes before a team can 
try to score. This way, everyone gets involved.

TIPS FOR FACILITATING  
YOUTHS’ SELF-ESTEEM
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Implications for Practitioners 
For practitioners, one of the key takeaways of this study 
is that two main ingredients can help youth increase their 
self-esteem. One is structured activities that are focused 
on skill-building. The other is a supportive environment, 
particularly with staff who can shift between being peer-
like and being adult leaders. 

Building skills can help build self-esteem, because 
when youth increase their perceptions of competence, 
they may begin to feel better about themselves, especially 
in the areas of their lives they value most. Skills must be 
taught intentionally; they do not 
increase simply because an adult or 
coach is present. The myth sur-
rounding youth sports is that, if a 
child is participating and being 
coached, then that child must be 
learning life skills. Life skills must 
be taught just like any other skills, 
and counselors need to be coached 
both on what life skills are and on 
how to teach them effectively. 
Thus, programs and practitioners 
should clarify for themselves the 
specific skills they want to foster 
and how best to assess the teaching 
and learning of those skills. Staff also need to be taught 
how to be both friends and adult mentors and to shift 
between those roles as needed. 

Implications for Researchers
This study illuminated two gaps that may arise with how 
self-esteem is traditionally considered and measured. 
The first gap is how different groups view self-esteem. In 
mainstream, non-academic circles, self-esteem is viewed 
as how one feels about oneself. By contrast, self-esteem 
researchers measure how one feels about what she can do 
or how supported she feels by others. 

The second gap is methodological. Many powerful 
stories of change can be lost between data points, but 
they could be mined using qualitative methods. In my 
study, the girls’ stories revealed the competencies and 
skills the girls learned in the academy. The outcomes are 
related to things they believed they could now do, rather 
than simply to how they felt about themselves. As a result 
of these newfound competencies, girls often felt better 
about themselves. These changes would not have been 
revealed by the quantitative survey results alone. 

Synchronized Efforts to Support  
Self-Esteem Development
When individuals feel enhanced perceptions of compe-
tence in domains they value, strong support from others, 
or both concurrently, their self-esteem is likely to in-
crease, whether in one domain or globally. Though there 
is no single set of agreed-upon best practices for promot-
ing self-esteem, this study reinforces the importance of 
skill building and of positive relationships with adults 
(Grossman & Bulle, 2006; Rhodes, 2004; Roffman, 
Pagano, & Hirsch, 2001), two of the eight features of a 

quality OST program (National 
Research Council, 2002). I refer to 
these as the “2 Ss” of skills and sup-
port, or the “2 Cs” of competence 
and connections, where skills and 
competence are synonymous, as are 
support and connections. 

Practitioners see firsthand the 
powerful impact of afterschool 
programs on youth. Researchers 
have come a long way in identify-
ing the elements of OST settings 
that promote positive youth devel-
opment (National Research 
Council, 2002). Now, by shifting 

the focus from how youth feel to skills and support, or 
competence and connections, practitioners and researchers 
can better synchronize their efforts to support positive 
youth development. Practitioners can focus on skills and 
competencies, thinking about which skills to teach and 
how, while simultaneously promoting support and con-
nection by training staff to be both peer-like and adult. 
Meanwhile, researchers can use multiple approaches to 
understand youth experiences more fully. Working to-
gether, practitioners and researchers can translate self-
esteem effects in strong, meaningful ways to present the 
compelling changes that happen every day in OST pro-
grams.
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Dramatic changes in the labor market in the United 

States over the past 50 years have raised tremendous 

concern that many of our nation’s youth are unprepared 

for the labor force. Policymakers and youth advocates 

are looking for strategies to improve the education sys-

tem so that fewer youth drop out of high school and

more have the skills and knowledge they need to con-
tribute to the global economy. Initiatives such as Ready 
by 21 at the Forum for Youth Investment and the Mott 
Foundation’s New Day for Learning highlight the im-
portance of bringing together schools, workforce devel-
opment programs, and out-of-school time (OST) pro-
grams to support youth to be successful in young 
adulthood. Indeed, many OST providers recognize the 
challenges facing youth and want to help. However, im-
portant questions remain: How can OST programs best 
support youths’ career development? What do quality 
career programs look like? Will youth attend? Will these 
programs be effective?

This article draws from several disciplines to inte-

grate what is and is not known about engaging youth in 
career programming during OST. We begin by describ-
ing the challenges youth face as they transition into the 
labor market and the difficulties facing schools and 
higher education. We then juxtapose research on the 
potential for OST programs to support career develop-
ment against evaluation research showing the challeng-
es of changing long-term labor market outcomes. 

Next, we take a program-level approach to under-
standing OST career programming. We draw from our 
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own study of 30 OST programs serving primarily low-
income middle and high school youth to show the ways 
OST programs are currently supporting career develop-
ment. We discuss some of the challenges of career pro-
gramming and highlight how programs are overcoming 
these challenges. Our concluding discussion draws both 
from our own study and from the literature on education, 
workforce development, and OST programming to show 
how several OST programs are using scaffolding, in which 
youth move from lower-level experiences to more chal-
lenging ones, to keep youth engaged and progressing. 

Should OST Programs Engage in  
Career Programming?
Many OST programs engage in career programming be-
cause of the challenges youth face in entering the labor 
market and because of difficulties in the education system. 

Challenges for Low-income 
Youth Entering the  
Labor Market
During the post–World War II era, 
youth with a high school degree 
and a willingness to work could 
often find reasonable jobs and 
support a family. Since then, the 
labor market has changed consid-
erably. Technological innovation, 
globalization, and the decline in 
unions have made finding good 
work particularly difficult for young men with limited 
education. Between 1973 and 2007, median annual 
earnings for young men with only a high school educa-
tion actually fell in real terms by about a quarter 
(Danzinger & Ratner, 2010). The economic recession 
that began in early 2008 exacerbated the problem. The 
unemployment rate for adults with only a high school 
education rose from 5.5 percent in 2007 to 12.4 percent 
in 2010. Rates for those without a high school degree 
were even worse, rising from 9.6 percent in 2007 to 
18.3 percent in 2010. In contrast, the unemployment 
rate for adults with a college degree was only 5.9 percent 
in 2010 (Holzer & Hlavac, 2011).

Twenty years ago, a major national commission 
concluded that many young workers lacked the skills 
necessary to succeed in the labor market. The SCANS 
report argued that, in addition to improving basic read-
ing, writing, and math skills, workers also needed to 
develop skills in communication, resource allocation, 
decision making, problem solving, and using data (U.S. 

Department of Labor, 1991). Despite many education 
reforms in the intervening years, employers continue 
to report that workers do not have the skills they need 
to keep companies competitive (Conference Board et 
al., 2006).  

Difficulties in the Education System
Many youth programs work hard to help youth get into 
college. Clearly college provides a path to good, high-
paying jobs. However, despite decades of effort, only 32 
percent of young adults aged 25–29 have completed a 
bachelor’s degree (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). 
Many efforts have focused on getting youth into higher 
education; indeed, more youth enroll in college today 
than in the past. Unfortunately, many drop out. Only 
slightly more than half of students enrolled full-time in 
four-year institutions receive a bachelor’s degree within 

six years; completion rates are low-
er for two-year degrees (Knapp, 
Kelly-Reid, & Ginder, 2011). 
Debates about the best way to help 
these students are underway 
(Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 
2011). Some argue for shifting the 
focus from college enrollment to 
college completion (Russell, 2011). 
Others argue that the focus on col-
lege completely fails students who 
never enter or are not properly pre-
pared to attend college and that 

strategies to connect these students with work should 
also be examined (Rosenbaum, 2001). In this compli-
cated environment, some OST programs focus on both 
college and career readiness.

Many efforts to support youth are underway in the 
K–12 education system. Some integrate career develop-
ment into the curriculum, whether by adopting career 
education standards or by implementing schoolwide re-
form models like Career Academies (Kemple & Willner, 
2008). However, many argue that schools, which al-
ready struggle to meet youths’ needs, cannot—and 
should not have to—do it alone. Some schools partner 
with community-based organizations to provide OST 
learning opportunities for youth, such as the After 
School Matters apprenticeship programs in Chicago 
(Hirsch, Hedges, Stanwick, & Mekinda, 2011). In other 
cases, community-based organizations step in to pro-
vide career programming when schools do not. Although 
a wide variety of career supports are currently in use, 
clear evidence of their effectiveness has yet to emerge.

Clearly college provides a 
path to good, high-paying 

jobs. However, despite 
decades of effort, only  

32 percent of young adults 
aged 25–29 have 

completed a  
bachelor’s degree.
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How Can OST Programs Help?
That quality OST programs can improve youth outcomes 
has long been recognized. However, OST programs have 
an effect only if youth attend and participate. Meanwhile, 
recruiting and retaining older youth can be a formidable 
challenge. One promising finding from recent research is 
that some youth seem to enjoy career-related program-
ming. In a previous study, we surveyed more than 135 
OST programs serving middle and high school youth, 
finding that those offering career programming were sig-
nificantly more likely to be full at the start and end of the 
year than other programs (Hynes, Miller, & Cohen, 
2010). Similarly, in a study of nearly 200 OST programs 
in six cities, Deschenes and colleagues (2010) reported 
significantly higher youth retention rates for programs 
that offered leadership opportunities such as community 
service, youth councils, opportunities to design or lead 
activities for younger children, and 
paid youth staff positions. These 
activities, which build marketable 
job skills, are often included in ca-
reer development programs. 

In contrast to the challenges of 
recruiting and retaining older 
youth in traditional youth pro-
grams, demand for summer job 
programs appears to be high. 
When public funds became avail-
able through the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act, states en-
rolled more than 313,000 youth in federally subsidized 
summer jobs (Bellotti, Rosenberg, Sattar, Esposito, & 
Ziegler, 2010). In many areas of the country, applications 
for these jobs exceeded available slots. Retention was 
high, with more 80 percent of these youth completing 
their summer experiences (Bellotti et al., 2010).

These findings linking career programming to re-
cruitment and retention may reflect the fact that, concep-
tually, a career focus aligns well with best practices for 
engaging older youth in OST programming. Programs 
with high recruitment and retention often provide youth 
with opportunities to experience the real world, learn 
new skills, make a difference in the community, and 
practice autonomy and decision making (Eccles & 
Gootman, 2002; Hynes et al., 2010). Another reason ca-
reer programming may appeal to youth is that it targets 
an important developmental need. Throughout middle 
and high school, youth should be engaged in establish-
ing a vocational identity (Porfeli, 2008). Indeed, aiding 
youth in career exploration and decision making may be 

an important goal. Recent research shows that youth 
who are indecisive about their career plans have signifi-
cantly lower wages in adulthood (Staff, Harris, Sabates, 
& Briddell, 2010). 

Though there is a good conceptual link between OST 
and career programming, attempts to improve long-term 
career outcomes have been mixed. A recent evaluation of 
the After School Matters initiative showed that participa-
tion in an OST apprenticeship program was associated 
with higher reports of self-regulation and slower increases 
in problem behavior, but it was not associated with in-
creased marketable job skills or academic outcomes 
(Hirsch et al., 2011). Other efforts to improve long-term 
career outcomes have been undertaken through the 
workforce development system. Again, even when pro-
grams are expensive, effects are small or fade out after a 
few years (Bloom, 2010). For instance, Job Corps, which 

provides education and job training 
in a residential setting for disadvan-
taged youth aged 16–24, led to 
short-term gains in employment 
and earnings. However, those posi-
tive effects faded out over time, 
leading researchers to question 
whether one-time interventions 
would be adequate to keep youth 
on a positive trajectory (Bloom, 
2010). Research has not adequately 
explained why some efforts to im-
prove labor market success work 

and others do not (Heinrich & Holzer, 2010), but issues 
such as inadequate staffing and training, short program 
duration, and the difficulty of replicating promising 
models appear salient (Miller, Bos, Porter, Tseng, & Abe, 
2005; Schrim, Stuart, & McKie, 2006). Also, because 
promising programs often include many different activi-
ties, evaluations have yielded little information about 
which activities are most important (Arcaira, Vile, & 
Reisner, 2010). 

Questions remain about the best way to assist youth 
in their transition to adulthood. On one hand, there is 
clearly a need for OST programs to provide critical sup-
ports. Youth appear interested in career-related pro-
gramming, whose focus on building real-world skills 
through hands-on learning fits nicely with developmen-
tal theory. On the other hand, changing long-term labor 
market outcomes is extremely challenging, so programs 
should be realistic about what they promise to achieve. 
Finally, given the variety of ways schools and communi-
ties are implementing career programming and the real-

Though there is a good 
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to improve long-term 
career outcomes have 

been mixed.
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ity of tight government budgets, researchers, practitio-
ners, and funders need to work together to ensure that 
career development funds go into cost-effective strategies.

Engaging Youth in OST Career Programming
This section brings the discussion to the program level, 
drawing on our recent study of OST programs to ask: 
What exactly is “career programming” in OST? How are 
programs actually integrating career content? What do 
promising program models look like? 

In 2011–2012, we collected extensive data, includ-
ing hour-long interviews with directors, day-long pro-
gram observations, and surveys of participating youth, 
on 30 OST programs serving primarily low-income 
middle and high school youth. We wanted to under-
stand how OST programs integrated content about ca-
reers, what components of career programming engaged 
youth, and what obstacles interfered with successful ca-
reer programming. We asked leaders in the field to iden-
tify programs that had a reputation for quality career 
programming. We included school-year and summer 
programs from across Pennsylvania with various fund-
ing sources and different approaches to career program-
ming. Our research methodology and main findings are 
available in an online report (Hynes, Constance, Greene, 
Lee, & Halabi, 2011). This article draws from that study 
to show what OST career programming can look like. 
After outlining the three types of career programming 
we observed, we describe three specific programs that 
successfully engaged youth, highlighting the ways these 
programs overcame some common implementation 
challenges. 

How OST Programs Are Implementing  
Career Programming
One of the main goals of our study was to understand 
what programs were actually doing when they said they 
provided career programming. Data from our study sug-
gest that career programming falls into three categories:
•	Career exploration activities help youth understand 

what careers are available and what skills and experi-
ence those careers require. Sometimes these activities 
are individualized, helping youth match their own 
strengths and interests to career paths. Other times, 
group activities teach youth about local industries or 
train them in vocations such as culinary arts or cos-
metology. 

•	Work experiences give youth actual job experience, 
whether the work is done in the community or at the 
program. Some programs include training in work-

readiness skills, such as proper business behavior and 
communication. Others may include job-search skills 
such as interviewing. 

•	Substantive theme programming teaches youth  
occupation-specific or topic-specific skills and knowl-
edge in such areas as technology, urban agriculture, or 
construction. 

Separating these three types of career programming 
is useful because each type requires different resources, 
poses different challenges, and may influence different 
outcomes. A program could do just one type of pro-
gramming, but many of the programs we studied  
included more than one type. Figure 1 (page 25) shows 
that seven out of 30 programs in our study combined 
substantive theme programming with career exploration, 
and four combined work experiences with substantive 
theme programming. Five of the 30 included all three 
types. 

Challenges to Engaging Youth in  
Career Programming
As with any kind of youth programming, career pro-
gramming offers challenges. Some challenges are infor-
mational. Programs that wanted to teach youth about 
available jobs sometimes struggled to find enough peo-
ple with up-to-date information on available jobs and 
the skills and education they require. Other programs 
struggled to find people with adequate substantive 
knowledge to teach youth cutting-edge technology or 
science skills. 

Another set of challenges revolved around provid-
ing developmentally appropriate programming. Some pro-
grams wanted to offer career programming at younger 
ages in order to help youth make good early decisions 
about school performance or class selection. Others 
worried about finding “good” jobs for youth, ones that 
could teach youth skills and knowledge useful for future 
careers. Still others focused on the need to take youth 
from where they are and support them as they move up 
to the next proficiency level. 

Finally, engaging youth is always challenging. Some 
programs struggled to find topics or final projects that 
truly motivated older youth. Others cited challenges in 
finding programming or work experiences that were 
good matches for youths’ own career interests. Still oth-
ers wanted to keep youth engaged long enough to mas-
ter a task or substantive area but struggled because other 
activities competed for youths’ time or interest. 
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Creative Ways Real Programs Overcame  
These Challenges
This section highlights three programs—one from each 
type of career programming identified above—that effec-
tively engaged youth in career-related activities. Our 
study was not an evaluation, so we did not explore 
whether these programs affected youth outcomes. 
Instead, we focused on whether they were able to engage 
older youth. We identified engaging programs using a 
comprehensive assessment that included youth-reported 
measures of engagement and of career-related learning, 
observer-reported measures of attendance and youth en-
gagement, scores assigned by the research team about the 
likelihood that the program was improving important 
career-related skills, and director reports of enrollment 
and attendance. See Hynes et al. (2011) for a more de-
tailed methodology.

Career Exploration 
The Industry Clubs are career exploration programs 
supported by the Northwest Pennsylvania Workforce 
Investment Board (WIB), the regional workforce devel-
opment group. The goal of the Industry Clubs is to ex-
pose middle school students to careers and industries 
that are growing in their local communities. Meeting 

weekly after school for two hours, students did interest 
assessments, went on field trips to local work sites, and 
heard guest speakers talk about various jobs and fields. 
Clubs were led by a teacher or group of school person-
nel who received support from the WIB. The WIB fund-
ed the clubs and their transportation needs, provided 
information about growth occupations in the region, 
and helped to identify guest speakers and field trip 
sites. At the end of the semester, students from all of the 
regional clubs came together for a career expo. They 
gave presentations sharing what they learned about 
various careers and participated in hands-on activities 
and demonstrations. 

The Industry Club model creatively overcame sev-
eral challenges other programs cited about implementing 
career exploration activities. For instance, several pro-
grams reported difficulty in finding field trip locations 
and guest speakers. Some Industry Clubs arranged these 
experiences themselves, but others relied on the WIB, 
with its strong ties to local businesses and professionals. 
The Industry Clubs also relied on the WIB to solve the 
problem of providing up-to-date information about the 
training and education necessary for the jobs of interest 
to youth or about the careers that were expanding in the 
region. Finally, the Industry Clubs targeted middle school 
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students instead of waiting until high school. An Industry 
Club leader explained the importance of focusing on 
middle school students: “We have students that are ju-
niors and seniors that suddenly decide… ‘Oh, I really 
want to be that [occupation]. What do I have to do?’ 
Well, we have to back up two years in life—which is 
impossible—and get you on the right track….” Career 
exploration activities in middle school allow students to 
develop interests and then take the high school classes 
necessary to pursue those interests.

Substantive Theme Programming 
Techno Teens is a substantive program that turns high 
school youths’ love of video games into an opportunity 
to learn computer skills and explore technology-based 
careers. The goal of the program is for youth to design 
and produce an original video game. In our study, we 
saw youth working in teams to develop their game’s story 
and design the game using com-
puter software. They also learned 
about the business side of gaming 
by researching companies that sell 
video games, learning about the 
salaries of video game developers, 
and writing a marketing letter. 
Although the video gaming clearly 
sparked youths’ interest, the pro-
gram expanded their horizons by 
taking them on field trips to local 
companies and introducing them 
to people who used computer 
skills in a variety of professional-
level jobs. 

Techno Teens creatively overcame several obstacles 
that program leaders raised when discussing substantive 
career programming. It attracted and retained older 
youth by having a very clear, motivating outcome: Youth 
attended because they wanted to make video games. The 
computer skills and teamwork they learned were neces-
sary to produce the end product. Another challenge is 
finding people who can teach sophisticated technical 
components. Techno Teens brought in a local computer 
expert. The program overcame the difficulty of retaining 
youth over time by running during the summer, 9:00 
a.m.–4:00 p.m., five days a week, for three weeks, avoid-
ing conflicts with other extracurricular activities. One 
youth programming expert in our study discussed such 
intensive time periods: “So often in the school setting, or 
the afterschool setting… you jump in, you do an activity, 
and…move on to the next thing, time’s up!” This expert 

described the benefits of the longer blocks of time avail-
able in the summer: 

The education was happening then; I was not going 
to interfere with that. This activity that should have 
taken fifteen minutes… ended up taking about two 
and a half hours, and we sat down and we processed 
it. Those kids got more out of those two hours than 
if we would have pushed through.

Finally, Techno Teens used field trips to local com-
panies to help youth see how the skills they were devel-
oping would help them get a range of professional jobs 
and to teach them what additional experiences and edu-
cation they needed.

Work Experience 
The Bethlehem Partnership for a Healthy Community, in 
order to increase the diversity of its workforce, runs a 

program designed to get at-risk 
immigrant youth involved in 
health-related careers. The pro-
gram combines paid hospital work 
experience with ongoing training 
that includes work readiness, 
medical terminology, and even lit-
eracy. Our study showed that 
youth were performing necessary 
but age-appropriate tasks such as 
stocking supplies, preparing neo-
natal incubators, helping in the 
CAT scan lab, and transporting  
patients. 

This program creatively overcame many of the chal-
lenges of placing youth in paid work. To reduce the bur-
den on the hospital staff who were the day-to-day super-
visors, the program provided intensive work-readiness 
training, and its staff monitored youth throughout the 
job placement. This supervision was critical to ensuring 
that youth were following instructions and helped to 
smooth over issues before they became major problems. 

Also, finding “good” jobs for youth can be challeng-
ing. Research indicates that good jobs provide adequate 
supervision, feature age-appropriate responsibilities that 
are meaningful but not too stressful, and help youth see 
the importance of education (Staff & Schulenberg, 2010). 
Strong support from the hospital administration helped 
to ensure that this program gave youth good opportuni-
ties. A hospital is a good place for work experience be-
cause it has many professionals, doing many different 
kinds of jobs, with whom youth can be matched. Finally, 

Techno Teens used field 
trips to local companies to 
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the work experience was clearly connected to “next steps” 
for students interested in long-term jobs at the hospital 
or in further education in health fields. 

The Quest for Long-Term Outcomes
The ultimate goal of career programming is to improve 
wages and employment prospects in adulthood. 
Achieving this goal typically requires improving soft 
skills and occupation-specific skills through some com-
bination of education, training, and experience—a chal-
lenging task, particularly with at-risk youth. One of the 
main difficulties OST programs face is engaging youth 
long enough to affect outcomes. Middle and high school 
youth often participate in other activities that make it dif-
ficult for them to participate consistently in OST pro-
grams. In addition, many youth leave afterschool pro-
grams because of boredom (Weisman & Gottfredson, 
2001). It can be challenging for longer programs to keep 
youth engaged over time (Hirsch et al., 2011). 

In response, directors may offer shorter programs. 
Indeed, although programs of varying length can engage 
youth, some of the most engaging programs we saw were 
shorter ones (Hynes et al., 2011). However, previous 
evaluations have suggested that generating long-term de-
velopmental effects may be difficult when youth partici-
pate for only a short time (Kauh, 2011). Even when pro-
grams achieve short-term positive outcomes, these effects 
sometimes fade out over time (Zaff & Smerdon, 2009). 

Combining Engaging Experiences into  
Long-term Interventions
In our research, we saw several programs trying to over-
come this dilemma by creatively using scaffolding, or a 
leveled sequence of learning experiences. Scaffolding is 
not a new idea. In academics, youth with sufficient com-
petence progress from pre-calculus to calculus; in sports, 
they advance from junior varsity to varsity. Scaffolding 
has been promoted in the OST field as well. For instance, 
Halpern argues that we need to “create scaffolding for a 
coherent set of learning experiences, across time and 
place” to truly support youth development (Halpern, 
2012, p. 98). Scaffolding has a strong theoretical basis in 
educational theory, career progression, and theory on vo-
cational identity development. For instance, in educa-
tion, research shows that students learn best when the 
material is challenging but not impossible, meeting youth 
at their current level and helping them reach the next 
level. Material that is too easy leads to boredom; material 
that is too hard leads to frustration (Clifford, 1990). A 
sequence of programs built one on top of the other al-

lows for an appropriate match between youths’ skills and 
program content. Similarly, the career development field 
uses the idea of a career ladder, on which people move 
from one level to the next as they gain skills and experi-
ence. Research on vocational identity indicates that pro-
gramming should help youth explore career choices, se-
lect a career path, and then pursue that path (Porfeli & 
Lee, 2012). 

In our study, we saw several OST programs using 
scaffolding in creative ways. Within an organization, ex-
ploratory programs can be linked to higher-level, more 
intensive programs, so that students who are interested 
in continuing after a first set of experiences can see an 
immediate higher-level step to take. For instance, one 
program offered a fun three-day summer camp to spark 
interest in a field among a large group of high school 
students. Students who wanted to learn more could 
compete for admission into a more intensive school-year 
afterschool program. Another provider offered a series of 
programs, with each one building on the last, so students 
who wanted to stay involved had something new and 
more advanced to do each year. Students could eventu-
ally receive intensive training and return as paid staff 
leaders. In both programs, students who were not inter-
ested in learning more about the topic could pursue oth-
er interests. This kind of scaffolding may combine the 
appeal of shorter programs with the longer-term skill de-
velopment and consistent relationships that are impor-
tant for long-term effects. 

As Halpern (2012) argues, scaffolding may occur 
across organizations as well as within organizations over 
time; adults working with youth can facilitate this pro-
cess. Our research found that such connections across 
organizations are already happening in some areas. For 
instance, many OST programs take youth on college 
tours to expose them to post-secondary opportunities—
a relatively easy way to build knowledge about possible 
next steps. For younger students, we saw a career explo-
ration and science program that brought youth from 
various middle schools into a vocational high school for 
an intensive five-week afterschool program. These youth 
not only learned new skills but also got a chance to see 
the vocational school and meet a few teachers, providing 
them with better information as they thought about 
which high school to attend. 

We saw other creative ideas for helping youth prog-
ress to the next level. For instance, youth may begin to 
explore a particular interest at an OST program and then 
“climb up” to the next opportunity, such as a summer job 
in that industry, funded through a workforce develop-
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ment organization, or post-secondary schooling. One 
example was a career exploration program for juniors 
and seniors interested in skilled occupations. The pro-
gram met once a month at different local businesses. 
Youth met people who worked at the business, learned 
about the available career paths, and did hands-on ac-
tivities to see what the work was 
like. Many of the local businesses 
had apprenticeship programs. By 
the end of the year, interested 
youth knew who to contact, how 
much they would get paid, and 
how to apply to the next step. 
Through these mechanisms, the 
programs directly connected youth 
with an interest in learning more 
about a topic to a realistic, tangible 
next step. This kind of connection requires the links be-
tween the education, workforce development, and OST 
systems for which many advocate (e.g., Halpern, 2012). 
From a youth development perspective, it matters less 
which institution runs the next experience than whether 
youth find and engage in the next rung in the ladder.

Teaching Youth to Transition to the Next Step  
on the Ladder
Our discussions with OST providers made it clear that 
many programs were already focusing on teaching youth 
the skills they need to succeed in careers. For these pro-
grams, career programming may not represent yet an-
other new set of activities to add to the curriculum. 
Instead, these programs may simply need to ensure that 
youth understand, and can articulate, how the skills they 
are learning can help them in the future. For instance, a 
recent evaluation of the After School Matters Initiative in 
Chicago indicates that having skills is not enough; youth 
have to understand, and be able to communicate, how 
the skills they learn will transfer to the workplace. 
Unfortunately, the evaluators found that many youth ei-
ther did not know that skills they developed in after-
school programs “counted” as work skills or could not 
explain how those skills would help them in the work-
place (Alexander & Hirsch, 2012). 

OST programs need to be sure youth understand 
what transferable skills are and to clearly articulate how the 
skills developed in the program will help them succeed in 
the next step on the ladder. Many of the programs we ob-
served were organized around a substantive area, such as 
urban farming, technology, or entrepreneurship. Program 
directors talked about teaching youth not only substantive 

skills but also critical transferable skills identified in the 
SCANS report (U.S. Department of Labor, 1991), such as 
communication, problem solving, and teamwork. When 
applying for jobs, post-secondary education, or other 
training, youth have to be able to communicate how their 
experiences have given them the skills and knowledge to 

be successful. As the After School 
Matters evaluation showed, explic-
itly teaching youth to articulate 
what they have learned may be an 
important component of youth pro-
gramming (Alexander & Hirsch, 
2012). 

The Need and the 
Opportunity
There is a clear need to do more to 

support youth as they move through school and into the 
labor market. OST programs can play an important role 
in this effort. Career-related activities and opportunities 
appear to be appealing to some youth. In addition, career 
programming fits nicely with the philosophy of many 
OST providers, as it can readily incorporate best prac-
tices including opportunities to build new skills, inter-
act with the real world, lead, and make decisions. 
Indeed, many programs are already engaging youth in 
career-related activities. 

However, improving career outcomes for low-income 
youth will be challenging. More research is necessary to 
help us understand which program models have the 
greatest effects, and on which youth. One fruitful strategy 
is to bring together schools, workforce development, OST 
programs, and funders to share resources, identify gaps in 
services, and build educational ladders that youth can use 
to develop the skills and knowledge they need to succeed 
in the labor market.
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by Jane Sharp, Elizabeth Rivera Rodas, and Alan R. Sadovnik

Although the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 

1990 requires accommodations for individuals with dis-

abilities in community settings, many out-of-school time 

(OST) programs struggle to successfully support youth 

with special needs. Programs that fully include children 

with special needs are less available for school-age chil-

dren and adolescents than for younger children, and 

finding appropriate placements for older youth or chil-

dren with severe disabilities is particularly challenging 

(Mulvihill, Cotton, & Gyaben, 2004). According to a Feb-

ruary 2010 study conducted by the New Jersey School-

Age Care Coalition:

There is a critical need for afterschool programs that 
can receive and handle students with special needs. 
…[P]rograms could be strengthened by providing 
training for caregivers in such areas as autism and 

ADHD, along with encouraging hiring practices that 
would provide an appropriate adult-to-student ratio 
to enhance care options for students with disabilities. 
(New Jersey School Age Care Coalition, 2010, p. 5)

supporting youth with special 
needs in out-of-school time
A Study of OST Providers in New Jersey



In 2011, the Robert Bowne Foundation awarded an 
Edmund A. Stanley Research Grant to the School of 
Public Affairs and Administration at Rutgers University 
in Newark, New Jersey, to study the professional develop-
ment needs of OST program staff to help them support 
students with special needs. The goal is to use research 
and analysis to raise awareness of issues regarding inclu-
sive OST programs and to guide policy decisions on 
professional development. The project is also intended to 
guide OST administrators and staff in selecting profes-
sional development to support 
inclusion.

Most research on inclusion of 
children with special needs has 
centered on preschool childcare 
programs or school classrooms. In 
these settings, research has demon-
strated positive outcomes for chil-
dren with and without disabilities 
(Hall & Niemeyer, 2000). Based on 
this premise that inclusion is ben-
eficial for children with and with-
out special needs, our study ex-
plored the role of OST providers in 
successfully supporting youth with 
special needs. Our survey of 421 New Jersey OST pro-
viders found that professional development and experi-
ence were correlated with positive experiences with in-
clusion, whereas education, position, size of program, or 
the type of agency were not. This finding and other inter-
esting correlations lead us to recommend that individu-
als and groups supporting OST programs provide profes-
sional development to help staff work with children with 
special needs. 

Research on Professional Development  
and Inclusion
In our study, we defined special needs broadly to include 
any physical, mental, or psychological condition. 
Inclusion implies that youth with special needs actively 
participate with their typically developing peers. 
Professional development encompasses a variety of activi-
ties designed to increase knowledge and improve prac-
tice, including workshops, conferences, online training, 
mentoring or coaching, consultation with other profes-
sionals, on-site meetings, and telephone technical assis-
tance, as well as information provided by parents, 
schools, and other professionals. 

Research on professional development in general, as 
well as studies specific to inclusion of children with spe-

cial needs, reveal several patterns in OST providers’ will-
ingness and ability to serve children with special needs.

Experience Matters
Studies of professionals in many fields have concluded 
that personal experience combined with knowledge 
gained through professional development is more likely 
to change practice than either element alone. According 
to Daley (2002), professionals constantly seek new 
knowledge in their fields, but a change in practice is most 

likely to occur as a result of a per-
sonal encounter with a client. 
Study participants—lawyers, social 
workers, nurses, and adult educa-
tors—described meaningful inter-
actions with particular individuals 
that challenged their beliefs and as-
sumptions. Such encounters 
prompted the professionals to re-
examine previous knowledge in a 
new context. 

In regard specifically to inclu-
sion, Buell, Gamel-McCormick, 
and Hallam (1999) noted that 
childcare providers who have ex-

perience caring for a child with special needs are more 
willing to do so in the future than those who have no 
experience.

Professional Development Is Important
A recent OST provider study found that staff members 
with previous professional development on inclusion 
were significantly more likely to modify program activi-
ties or environment to accommodate children with dis-
abilities (Smith, 2011). In-service staff training has been 
associated with greater willingness to care for children 
with disabilities (Mulvihill et al., 2004).

Two studies of childcare providers conducted almost 
ten years apart concluded that professional development 
was a stronger predictor of inclusive practices than were 
education, age, salary, group size, or staff-child ratios (Buell 
et al., 1999, Essa et al., 2008). 

Delivery Methods Make a Difference
High-quality OST professional development occurs 
when organizations train all staff, align the training 
with accountability requirements, and foster ongoing 
professional learning communities (Smith, 2002). A 
longitudinal study of teacher professional development 
found that study groups and network activities pro-
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duced better results than did workshops and confer-
ences because they lasted longer. Professional develop-
ment that involved active learning as part of a coherent 
program of teacher development was also more effec-
tive than one-time events (Garet, Porter, Desimone, 
Birman, & Yoon, 2002). 

Research on professional development specific to 
inclusion recommends ongoing training that includes 
disability awareness, developmentally appropriate prac-
tices, and activities that increase knowledge and skills 
for working with diverse popula-
tions (Mulvihill et al., 2004). OST 
staff who attended a series of train-
ings on inclusion indicated a higher 
percentage of positive change, for 
both attitude and topic knowl-
edge, than those who attended 
only one or two sessions (Kids 
Included Together, 2005). 
Workshops combined with on-site 
consultation have been found to 
contribute to positive results 
among practitioners (Kids Included Together, 2005; 
Mulvihill et al., 2004).

Attitude Makes a Difference
Studies have also documented that provider attitude and 
confidence have an effect on inclusion. More confident 
teachers required less training and less in-class support 
for children with disabilities than did others (Buell, 
Gamel-McCormick, Hallam, & Scheer, 1999). Staff will-
ingness to make inclusion work contributes to the suc-
cess with which children with special needs can partici-
pate in typical experiences with children without 
disabilities (Devore & Hanley-Maxwell, 2000).

Resources and Partnerships Are Essential 
Childcare providers have identified the need to use 
outside resources to support children with special 
needs as well as the importance of mutually supportive 
relationships with parents (Devore & Hanley-Maxwell, 
2000). Successful inclusion results from a combination 
of attitude, resources, and curriculum (Hall & 
Niemeyer, 2000). Beyond a positive attitude, in order 
to implement an inclusive program, providers need re-
sources, such as access to specialists, collaborative 
planning with school day staff, and connections with 
families and community organizations. The curriculum 
must include accommodations that promote natural 
interaction among youth.

Afterschool in New Jersey
New Jersey is an ideal location in which to study the 
landscape of afterschool programs. Despite its small size, 
the state is geographically and demographically diverse. 
Almost 9 million people call New Jersey home; the popu-
lation is 69 percent Caucasian, 14 percent African 
American, and 18 percent Latino. Almost 20 percent of 
the population is foreign born (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2010). Most people are familiar with New Jersey’s urban 
centers near Philadelphia and New York, but they may 

not realize that the northwest and 
southern portions of the state are 
predominately rural. Suburban 
communities fill the central part of 
the state, and a series of small 
towns occupy the 126 miles of 
shoreline.

According to the Afterschool 
Alliance, 14 percent (213,883) of 
New Jersey’s K–12 children partici-
pate in afterschool programs, in-
cluding 20,170 students in 21st 

Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC). 
Programs for school-age children receive 43 percent of 
federal Child Care and Development Fund subsidies for 
childcare (Afterschool Alliance, 2011). At the time of this 
study, state funds supported afterschool programs 
through New Jersey After 3 and the Family Friendly 
Center initiative, although funding for New Jersey After 
3 has since been eliminated from the state budget. 

In August 2011, the New Jersey Office of Licensing 
listed 960 licensed afterschool centers (Office of 
Licensing, 2011). This number does not include exempt 
programs operated by public schools or those serving 
youth over the age of 13, so it does not indicate the full 
number of OST programs in New Jersey. The number of 
students with special needs in OST programs is not avail-
able because no regulatory agency or funding source col-
lects this information.

Methodology
We used the research findings summarized above to help 
us develop the OST Inclusion-Professional Development 
Survey, with input from stakeholders including the New 
Jersey Department of Education; the New Jersey School 
Age Care Coalition; Advocates for Children of New 
Jersey; the Statewide Parent Advocacy Network; Southern 
Regional Child Care Resource Center; the Map to 
Inclusive Child Care team; faculty from Rutgers 
University; and practitioners representing Boys & Girls 

Staff willingness to make 
inclusion work contributes 
to the success with which 
children with special needs 
can participate in typical 
experiences with children 

without disabilities.
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Clubs, 4-H, New Jersey After 3, and the New Jersey 
YMCA State Alliance. Staff from the Out-of-School Time 
Resource Center at the University of Pennsylvania also 
provided support.

The survey was designed to test the following hy-
potheses, derived from the literature:
•	 OST providers who have previous experience serving 

children with special needs are more likely to include 
children with special needs. 

•	 OST providers with positive attitudes toward inclusion 
are more likely to include children with special needs. 

•	 Participation in professional development activities di-
rectly affects the successful inclusion of children with 
special needs in OST settings. 

•	 Both the content of training and the delivery method 
affect professional development outcomes. 

To create a logical sequence, we divided the survey 
into six sections: description of the respondent’s OST 
program, information about the respondent, professional 
development needs, attitudes toward inclusion, experi-
ence with inclusion, and open-ended feedback. The sur-
vey was anonymous. A sampling plan was devised to col-
lect data from programs representing the spectrum of 
K–12 OST programs in New Jersey. Several agencies 
posted the Internet-based survey in email lists, websites, 
and LinkedIn and Facebook pages. In addition, Jane 
Sharp, the lead author, handed out hard copies of the 
survey at five training events during the collection peri-
od. To verify that responses reflected the targeted popu-
lation, the survey included questions about the location, 
size, and type of respondents’ OST programs as well as 
demographic questions about respondents’ positions, 
education, and years of experience.

Although this sampling strategy reached a wide 
cross-section of OST providers, there are still potential 
threats to the validity of the survey. Our method did not 
yield a formal probability sample of the population; thus, 
the result may not be statistically generalizable to all New 
Jersey providers. In addition, duplicate responses could 
have been collected via both paper and online surveys. 
Due to the voluntary nature of the survey, those who 
have experience with inclusion may have been more 
likely to participate. 

We analyzed the results from the OST Inclusion-
Professional Development Survey to test our four hy-
potheses using Stata, a data analysis software program. 
After cleaning the data, we examined the relationships 
among various key questions in the survey to ascertain 
any trends in responses. Here we report only statistically 

significant responses; please contact us for more detail 
on statistical methods and the data.

Survey Participants
From April to June 2011, 421 people took the OST 
Inclusion-Professional Development Survey, with an 86 
percent completion rate. Responses were received from 
all 21 counties in New Jersey: 55 percent came from sub-
urban locations, 45.5 percent from urban centers, and 
11.5 percent from rural communities. Most respondents 
worked with elementary (87 percent) and middle school 
children (58 percent); 23 percent of respondents worked 
with high school youth. (Percentages add up to more 
than 100 because many programs serve more than one 
age range.) Responses were fairly evenly divided among 
upper-level administrators (26 percent), mid-level ad-
ministrators (29 percent), and direct service staff (27 per-
cent). Sixty-three percent of respondents worked for 
nonprofit or community-based organizations and 19 per-
cent for public schools during afterschool hours. 
Respondents identified a variety of public and private 
funding sources for their programs, with 59 percent 
charging parents fees.

Of the 421 respondents, 346 had a college degree: 
43 percent had bachelor’s degrees and 23 percent held 
master’s degrees. Fields of study were quite varied: edu-
cation (49 percent), social work (10 percent), youth de-
velopment (7 percent), and health (6 percent) were most 
frequently mentioned. Other fields, including psycholo-
gy, business, arts, history, English, human services, 
Spanish, and communication, accounted for 42 percent 
of degrees. Among respondents who indicated they had 
a college degree, only 5.5 percent specified a degree in 
special education. This broad range of educational back-
grounds and pre-service knowledge among staff adds to 
diversity in program delivery but also demonstrates a 
need for standards such as those of the National 
Afterschool Association (NAA, 2012) Core Knowledge 
and Competencies as well as for professional develop-
ment specific to the OST field. 

Survey Results
Ninety percent of respondents indicated that either they 
or their staff had experience with children with special 
needs in their OST program. Generally our findings cor-
responded with the four hypotheses we formulated based 
on the literature.

Types of Disabilities
The types of disabilities identified by respondents are 
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listed in Figure 1. The types 
of disabilities most often 
identified in OST programs 
were ADHD, asthma, learning 
disabilities, and autism.

Experience with Inclusion
Respondents who said that they 
had experience including chil-
dren with special needs in OST 
programs were asked for their 
perceptions of their personal 
experience, the staff’s experi-
ence, the effect on the child 
with special needs, and the 
effect on the program, using a 
five-point Likert scale. The 331 
responses were overwhelm-
ingly positive, as illustrated in 
Figure 2. One respondent said, 
“It is fascinating how after a 
few days kids do not even 
care that this child is different 
from them. They all just love 
to play and run and have fun, 
and it really is so rewarding to 
see them all communicating 
with each other.”

When we compared re-
sponses on providers’ experi-
ence with inclusion to re-
sponses on program and 
demographic information, we 
found that that respondents’ 
levels of professional develop-
ment and years of experience 
correlated with a positive ex-
perience with inclusion, 
whereas their education or po-
sition, the size of their pro-
gram, or the type of agency 
(public school or community-
based organization) did not. 

As the number of hours 
of professional development 
increased, perceptions of 
positive effect on children 

with special needs and on the program increased as well. 
Similarly, the number of years of experience in OST-
related fields corresponded with positive perceptions of 

Figure 1. Disabilities OST Survey Respondents 
Had Experienced in Their Programs

Figure 2. Previous Experience Serving Youth  
with Special Needs 
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staff experience and of the effect on the child with special 
needs and on the program. Our results concur with 
previous studies showing that positive experience with 
inclusion is more dependent on individual experiences 
with youth and extensive participation in professional 
development than on educational background or 
position. 

Attitudes toward Inclusion
In order to determine respondents’ attitudes toward in-
clusion, we asked them to agree or disagree with a series 
of six statements using a four-point Likert scale. We com-
pared these responses to results from questions about 
their previous experience serving youth with special 
needs. 

Our analysis found a statistically significant relation-
ship between less positive experiences with youth with 
special needs and less positive responses to statements 
about inclusion. Conversely, respondents who said they 
had a positive experience with youth with special needs 

were more likely than others to indicate a positive atti-
tude toward inclusion. 

When we compared responses to various statements 
about inclusion to respondents’ actual experiences with 
various disabilities, we found statistically significant cor-
relations between positive responses and specific dis-
abilities. Table 1 demonstrates that respondents’ attitudes 
toward inclusion were affected by their experiences with 
different children.

Use of Resources
Though 90 percent of respondents indicated that they 
had served a child with special needs in their OST pro-
gram, far fewer said that they had tapped resources listed 
in the survey. These resources included school staff—
classroom teachers, child study teams, school nurses, 
and special education professionals—and community re-
sources such as disability organizations, parent groups, 
health care providers, specialists, peers, and New Jersey 
OST agencies, as well as Internet resources. Of survey 
respondents, 69 percent said they had used parents as a 
resource, 58 percent had used classroom teachers, and 
47 percent had collaborated with child study teams or 
special services staff. 

Respondents who said that they would need addi-
tional money, staff, or other resources to accommodate 
children with special needs were more likely than those 
who did not to have a positive attitude toward inclusion. 
We surmise that these respondents, though understand-
ing that inclusion may require more resources, perceive 
it to be a worthwhile endeavor. We also found a statisti-
cally significant correlation between a desire for informa-
tion from parents in order to serve a child with special 
needs and a positive attitude toward  inclusion.

Respondents’ level of experience in the field was pos-
itively correlated with their use of resources to support 
inclusion. Comparative analysis revealed that upper-level 
administrators had used many of the resources listed in 
the survey, but direct service staff had not. 

Professional Development
When asked about the number of annual hours they par-
ticipated in any type of professional development, 51 
percent of respondents said that they exceeded New 
Jersey licensing requirements of 20 hours per year. All 
respondents were interested in more training on inclu-
sive practices. The topics in which they were interested 
are listed in Figure 3.

We previously noted the correlation between posi-
tive experiences with students with disabilities and more 

Table 1. Correlation between Positive  
Attitudes toward Inclusion and Experience  
with Different Disabilities

RESPONDENTS WHO 
RESPONDED POSITIVELY 
TO THESE STATEMENTS…  

…HAD EXPERIENCE 
WITH THESE 
DISABILITIES

Having youth with and 
without special needs in 
OST programs is the right 
thing to do.

diabetes, learning 
disabilities, autism, 
physical disabilities

Working in this setting is 
very rewarding for staff.

intellectual 
disabilities, learning 
disabilities

Having youth with 
and without special 
needs together fosters 
an understanding and 
acceptance of diversity.

physical or learning 
disabilities, 
visual or hearing 
impairments

Youth with special needs 
do not take staff time 
away from others who do 
not have special needs.

epilepsy,  
speech impairment
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hours of professional development. The correlation be-
tween professional development and positive experienc-
es with inclusion was highest among those who had par-
ticipated in professional development programs offered 
by 21st CCLC, Boys & Girls Clubs, and NJ After 3. 
Respondents from 21st CCLC programs reported the 
highest correlation with positive personal, staff, and pro-
gram experiences with children with special needs. 
Respondents from Boys & Girls Clubs and NJ After 3 
indicated a higher correlation of positive responses on 
the effect on the program. (Seventy-nine percent of re-
spondents from Boys & Girls Clubs received funding 
from either NJ After 3 or 21st CCLC, so they would have 
participated in training offered by both their club and the 
funder.) We surmise that these initiatives have a high 
correlation between professional development and a pos-
itive experience with children with special needs because 
their grant-making processes set the expectation that 
children with special needs will be included and because 

they require intentional professional development that is 
closely aligned with research-based best practices.

Next, we compared the formats and topics of profes-
sional development to respondents’ level of education, 
years of experience, and position in the organization. We 
found that higher levels of education correlated with a 
preference for conferences, on-site technical assistance, 
and networking with other professionals as formats for 
professional development. Professionals with more expe-
rience in OST-related field also preferred on-site techni-
cal assistance, while perceiving college courses and men-
toring as less important. We found that direct service 
staff were more likely than administrators to prefer col-
lege courses, mentoring or coaching, and internships or 
apprenticeships.

Preferences for topics in professional development 
also correlated with education, experience, and position. 
Higher levels of education correlated with a belief that 
addressing challenging behaviors was an important train-
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Figure 3. Respondents’ Interest in Professional Development Topics 

The training topics listed are currently offered by various organizations in New Jersey. Of the topics listed, which do you 
think are important to including youth with special needs in your program? You can add more topics in “other.”
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ing topic. By contrast, as education increased, respon-
dents considered social skills and inclusion and the law 
to be less important topics. Direct service staff were more 
likely to consider assistive technology, medication ad-
ministration, promoting positive behavior, and social 
skills to be important topics, while upper-level adminis-
trators considered these same topics less important. 

Recommendations
Recommendations from this study, based both on the lit-
erature and on the results of our survey, focus on improv-
ing professional development opportunities for OST pro-
viders to support the inclusion of children with special 
needs in their programs. Below we offer recommenda-
tions for OST program administrators, for training orga-
nizations and individuals, for 
funders, and for regulatory agencies.

Anecdotal discussions with 
training agencies in New Jersey 
have suggested that participation in 
conferences and workshops has de-
clined as a result of funding cuts to 
schools and community agencies. 
New Jersey OST programs are look-
ing for cost-effective professional 
development that meets licensing 
requirements and the needs of their 
staff. Therefore, our recommenda-
tions take into account not only 
research-based best practices but 
also cost and efficiency. 

OST Administrators
A survey respondent noted, “Inclusion can be positive 
experience for children and staff if supported correctly.” 
A combination of factors influence positive inclusive ex-
periences for OST staff. Key among them are experience 
with youth with special needs, attitude, use of resources, 
and professional development. 

Our study confirmed a correlation between positive 
attitudes toward inclusion and positive staff experiences. 
Administrators who believe that “having youth with and 
without special needs in OST programs is the right thing 
to do” may be more likely to promote appreciation of 
diversity and to cultivate the professional development, 
resources, and experiences that build successful inclu-
sive programs. 

Our study supports previous research that a positive 
attitude toward inclusion is connected to staff members’ 
prior experience with children who have special needs. 

We therefore recommend that OST administrators ask 
during hiring interviews about candidates’ personal his-
tory with diverse populations. A lack of experience 
should not be a barrier to employment; however, staff 
who are not familiar with inclusive practices may need 
training in disability awareness.

Recent trends in the OST field encourage more for-
mal linkages with the school day through extended 
learning opportunities. In our survey, slightly more than 
half of the respondents identified school-day teachers as 
a resource to support a child with special needs. 
Administrators were more likely to identify this relation-
ship than were direct service staff. OST administrators 
need to consider how to intentionally connect direct ser-
vice staff with available resources and promote mutually 

responsive relationships with fami-
lies, while still maintaining  
children’s confidentiality. Children 
with special needs typically have 
either individual education pro-
grams (IEPs) or 504 plans in 
school. Better collaboration with 
parents, special education staff, 
and school-day teachers could 
help OST providers use these exist-
ing student plans to develop  
individualized assessments and 
reasonable accommodations, as  
required by the ADA. Such collab-
oration could also lead to a unified 
approach among school, after-
school, and home. In addition, 
OST providers and school staff 

could attend training events together. This solution 
would promote consistency across systems and give OST 
providers access to training without significant addition-
al investment.

We found that survey respondents’ interests in top-
ics and types of professional development varied with 
their level of education, years of experience, and position 
in the OST organization. Based on these results, we rec-
ommend the use of professional development plans cen-
tered on the individual learning styles, interests, and 
needs of staff as opposed to a one-size-fits-all approach. 
We also recommend using the NAA Core Knowledge and 
Competencies as a guide in developing individual learn-
ing plans. 

Our findings confirm best practice recommenda-
tions for ongoing professional development that involves 
all staff. Program leaders could create such opportunities 

Administrators who 
believe that “having youth 
with and without special 
needs in OST programs is 

the right thing to do” may 
be more likely to promote 
appreciation of diversity 

and to cultivate the 
professional development, 
resources, and experiences 

that build successful 
inclusive programs. 
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by fostering coaching and mentoring relationships be-
tween new and seasoned staff and by promoting net-
working opportunities among program sites.

Professional Associations, Intermediary  
Agencies, and Trainers
One survey participant underlined the connection be-
tween professional development and positive attitudes 
toward inclusion: “I would like to see more training on 
inclusion so all staff is on the same page, and to back up 
my vision to include everyone and 
encourage acceptance, and not see 
special needs as a burden, but rath-
er a learning process that we all can 
benefit from.” 

Research has shown that pro-
fessional development positively 
affects both outcomes for students 
and successful inclusion of chil-
dren with special needs (Buell et 
al., 1999; Smith, 2002). Workshops 
on inclusion combined with on-
site consultation have demonstrat-
ed the most positive results (Kids 
Included Together, 2005; Mulvihill 
et al., 2004). We recommend that 
individuals and agencies who offer 
training provide ongoing profes-
sional development that occurs 
over time and gives participants 
opportunities to practice knowl-
edge and skills. Organizations that 
conduct annual conferences can foster ongoing learning 
by creating formal opportunities for participants to culti-
vate continuing relationships. These could include com-
munities of practice, a series of follow-up webinars or 
conference calls, or multi-day training events on a spe-
cific theme.

Our study confirmed a statistically significant cor-
relation between increasing hours of professional devel-
opment and respondents’ perception that inclusion had a 
positive effect on children with special needs and on the 
program. Our survey also identified significant interest 
in training on inclusion. These results lead us to recom-
mend more instruction on disability awareness, strate-
gies for inclusion, and use of resources. Embedding in-
formation on supporting youth with special needs into 
existing OST trainings would significantly expand pro-
fessional development on inclusion. It would also require 
facilitators either to learn more about inclusion or to 

identify co-presenters who could facilitate meaningful 
discussion on supporting students with special needs.

Funders
Our OST survey showed the highest correlation between 
professional development and positive experience with 
students with special needs among respondents who 
participated in comprehensive training provided 
through 21st CCLC and NJ After 3. We recommend 
that OST grant makers provide funding, resources,  

and guidelines for high-quality, 
research-based professional devel-
opment. Increasing opportunities 
for non-funded OST programs to 
participate in the high-quality 
professional development offered 
to grant-funded programs would 
expand the positive impact of the 
training and lead to better out-
comes for students.

Regulatory Agencies
In our survey results, 51 percent of 
respondents said that they exceeded 
the New Jersey licensing require-
ments of 20 professional develop-
ment hours per year and yet indi-
cated interest in more training on 
inclusive practices. Increasing the 
number of training hours required 
of licensed programs while expand-
ing the types of activities provided 

will likely result in more positive experiences for both 
OST providers and the children they serve—those with 
and without disabilities. Costs associated with these 
increases could be mitigated if on-site consultation, 
mentoring, coaching, peer-to-peer networking, telecon-
ferences, and webinars were more widely accepted as 
meeting professional development obligations.

The Promise and the Challenge of Inclusion
A hopeful finding from our survey was that a significant 
number of respondents—90 percent—said that they had 
prior experience with inclusion in their programs. More 
importantly, 87 percent of those who had served a child 
with special needs indicated that their personal experi-
ence was positive or very positive. These results are  
encouraging for those working to promote inclusive op-
portunities for children with special needs. At the same 
time, the high level of interest in additional professional 

We recommend that OST 
grant makers provide 

funding, resources, and 
guidelines for high-quality, 

research-based 
professional development. 
Increasing opportunities 

for non-funded OST 
programs to participate in 

the high-quality 
professional development 
offered to grant-funded 
programs would expand 
the positive impact of the 
training and lead to better 

outcomes for students.
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development provides a challenge for policymakers, 
funders, training entities, and program administrators to 
provide more opportunities to support inclusion. 
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ONLINE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Center for Inclusive Child Care 
Free e-learning courses at  
www.inclusivechildcare.org

Kids Included Together (KIT)  
Informative training videos at  
www.youtube.com/user/TorrieatKIT

California After School Resource Center 
Strategies and resources, free training 
documents, Inclusion Quality  
Self-Assessment Tool at  
www.californiaafterschool.org/specialneeds

LEGAL RESPONSIBILITIES
U.S. Department of Justice 
Common Questions about Child Care and 
the ADA at www.ada.gov/childq&a.htm

Sharp ideas and NJ Map to Inclusive  
Child Care Team 
“Legal Responsibilities for Accommodating 
Children with Special Needs” and other 
resources at www.sharp-ideas.org  
(under Publications)

DISABILITY-SPECIFIC INFORMATION
National Dissemination Center for  
Children with Disabilities  
Fact sheets on characteristics of specific 
disabilities, tips for parents and teachers at 
www.nichcy.org/disability/specific

LD online  
“Boosting Inclusion in After School Activities 
with Assistive Technology and Supplemental 
Services” at www.ldonline.org

SUMMER PROGRAMS 
National Inclusion Project  
Activity guides, resources, and funding 
opportunities at www.inclusionproject.org

The National Center on Physical Activity  
and Disability  
“Best Practice of Inclusive Services” with 
examples from community agencies at  
www.ncpad.net/

MEDICATION AND HEALTH ISSUES
American Academy of Pediatrics  
Medication administration curriculum, 
curriculum for managing infectious  
diseases, asthma action plan at  
www.healthychildcare.org

NJ Department of Health  
Care plan for children with special health 
needs at www.state.nj.us/health/forms/
ch-15.pdf

ACCOMMODATION PLANS
New Jersey Inclusive Child Care Project 
“Finding Our Way Together,” including 
curriculum modification planning and 
environmental supports at  
www.spannj.org/njiccp_resourceguide

ENGAGING FAMILIES
Disability Is Natural  
Extensive list of Internet resources at  
www.disabilityisnatural.com

MORE RESOURCES AND DISCUSSION

We hope that this article becomes a catalyst for discussion and change in the 
field. Toward that end, we have started an online community where we can 
continue the discussion and respond to inquiries and comments. Please join the 
LinkedIn group Inclusion Is Belonging—you can find us by searching on the 
group name.

You may find these Internet resources helpful. If you have trouble finding 
the specific resource, use the site’s search function to find words from the 
descriptions below.
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human resources

I am a site manager employed by a small community-based 

organization (CBO) that provides afterschool programming 

at a number of school-based sites scattered throughout 

southern King County in Washington State. As such, I be-

long to one-half of the afterschool youth development (AYD) 

workforce: the (for the most part) full-time, salaried site man-

agers and coordinators who supervise the other half of the 

AYD workforce—the part-time hourly workers who make up 

the bulk of front-line staffs. One of my greatest challenges 

as a site manager has been attracting and retaining part-

time staff who can be relied on to deliver the high-quality 

programming our funders expect and our students deserve. 

I used the opportunity of a long-term action research 
writing project to climb out of the trenches of direct service, 
take a good look around at the current landscape, and gath-
er information that might help me address the difficulties I 

was facing as a site manager. I’ve come away convinced that 
I’m not alone, that the challenges I’ve faced in staffing a 
stable, high-quality afterschool program are the same chal-
lenges being faced by out-of-school time (OST) managers 
every day. My research has left me with the realization that 
the high level of turnover typical for part-time AYD workers 
represents a systemic challenge to the entire field. The rela-
tively low wages and few hours we are able to offer these 
staffers are built into the structure and nature of afterschool 
work, so that these jobs will inevitably remain entry-level 
positions subject to high levels of turnover. 

So what can be done to mitigate this challenging real-
ity? My interviews with colleagues, combined with a re-
view of published literature on the subject, have generated 
several recommendations, such as hiring staff already 
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So the issue of high staff 
turnover is troubling not 
only from a managerial, 

programmatic, and 
educational standpoint, 
but particularly from the 
standpoint of a young 

person who watches adult 
mentors come and go 

through the revolving door 
that typifies the staffing 
situation at many youth 
development programs.
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working in the school building, encouraging university 
teaching programs to include AYD and OST internships as 
part of their required coursework, and concentrating our 
scarce professional development resources on full-time 
staffers rather than part-time workers. I wish I could offer a 
more satisfying or efficacious fix to this vexing problem. I 
am left instead with the hope that we will continue to ex-
plore these questions as more front-line practitioners add 
their voices to the discussion.

Quality Staffing: Benefits and Challenges
The linkage between program quality and the quality of the 
OST workforce seems obvious on its face—hire a great staff, 
and chances are they’ll run a great program. Researchers agree 
with this assessment. For example, a 
study of 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers (21st CCLC) notes, 
“Center staffing is a crucial factor in 
the success of afterschool program-
ming” (Naftzger et al., 2007, p. 36). A 
report by School’s Out Washington 
(2008) concurs: “For children to have 
positive outcomes, they must access 
high-quality programs. High-quality 
programs require high-quality staff” 
(p. 12).

However, as a site manager 
charged with hiring and supervising 
a part-time front-line staff, I know 
from experience that putting togeth-
er a great staff is a lot harder than it 
sounds. In fact, the biggest challenge 
I’ve faced in my three years of man-
aging an afterschool program has 
been attracting and retaining high-quality workers. I’m not 
alone. In talks with fellow site managers, the topic of staffing 
comes up frequently, with the site manager usually saying 
something along the lines of “I just lost another part-time 
staff person. Do you know anyone looking for work?” 

According to a recent report by The After-School 
Corporation (TASC, 2010), “Research has shown that, just 
as good teachers correlate to children’s success in school, so 
too are out-of-school time staff integral to making after-
school an enriching educational space” (p. 1). Other re-
search has found a correlation between the level of staff 
training and the ability of programs to attract and retain 
youth (Pearson, Russell, & Reisner, 2007). We also know 
that continuity and longevity are essential to effective men-
toring relationships between staff and youth (Cole, 2006). 
So the issue of high staff turnover is troubling not only from 

a managerial, programmatic, and educational standpoint, 
but particularly from the standpoint of a young person who 
watches adult mentors come and go through the revolving 
door that typifies the staffing situation at many youth devel-
opment programs. 

Findings: Framing the Challenge and  
Searching for Solutions
In order to gauge how the challenges I’ve experienced as an 
OST site manager compared with the experiences of others 
in similar positions, I conducted a series of interviews over 
the course of several weeks with the practitioners to whom 
I had easy access: the site managers who work for my non-
profit CBO. Though at my organization we are called site 

managers, other organizations might 
call us site coordinators or site supervi-
sors. In any case, we are the employ-
ees responsible for the day-to-day 
operations at our sites. 

During the time that I conducted 
the interviews, my organization em-
ployed 14 site managers, myself in-
cluded, who ran programs at 16 
school-based sites in south King 
County, Washington. Eight of these 
programs were funded through a fed-
eral 21st CCLC grant. We have pro-
grams in eight elementary schools, 
five middle schools, and three high 
schools. All of our site managers are 
full-time employees, except for one 
manager based in an elementary 
school who works in her school build-
ing during the day as a para-educator 

and then works for us as a part-time site manager after school. 
I contacted all of my colleagues by phone or email to 

set up a face-to-face meeting. I then sat down with each of 
them for a structured one-on-one interview, with two ex-
ceptions. One interview with a high school site manager 
took place over the phone rather than face-to-face, and 
another interview involved two middle school site man-
agers at the same time. I used the same set of 18 questions 
for each interview. Half of the questions were demographic 
in nature, asking about age, education, years in the respon-
dents’ current position, and so on. The other half were 
open-ended questions, asking managers about their expe-
rience in running OST programs, the challenges they faced, 
and their ideas on how to address those challenges. I took 
handwritten notes, which I typed out as soon as I could get 
back to a computer. Later, I pored over my typed notes with 
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colored highlighters in order to separate demographic facts 
from professional opinions and to tease out common themes. 

I compiled some biographical information on my fel-
low site managers to see how we match up with AYD work-
ers across the state and nation. The average age of our 14 

site managers was 35 years, with the oldest being 62 and the 
youngest 23. As shown in Figure 1, ages were distributed 
between two distinct clusters: half were in their early to 
mid-20s, and another group was 47 or older. These findings 
correspond with statistics showing that OST workers tend 
to enter the field early in their working life, return to the 
workforce after raising children, or end up in OST after 
changing careers later in life (School’s Out Washington, 
2008; Yohalem, Pittman, & Edwards, 2010). 

As a group, site managers at my CBO were a bit more 
educated than AYD workers nationwide. Figure 2 shows that 
all 14 of us had at least some college education; most had a 
bachelor’s degree, and several had or were working toward 
more advanced credentials. By way of comparison, a 2009 
report on Missouri’s AYD workforce found that 60 percent 
held two-year college degrees or higher, a finding echoed in 
nationwide data (Craig, 2009; Yohalem et al., 2010).

The 14 site managers in my study were also quite expe-
rienced in the field, amassing a total of 96 years in OST 
programs, an average of nearly seven years per site manager 
(not counting years in school-day positions). This level of 
experience mirrors statewide data showing that a majority 
of AYD workers in senior or leadership positions had 
worked in the field for more than five years (School’s Out 
Washington, 2008). In their current positions with our or-
ganization, site managers averaged nearly 2.5 years of ser-
vice. The most experienced manager had been in the posi-
tion for six years, the least experienced for one.

Asked what kind of programs they run, 11 of 14 site 
managers described their programs as mixed, meaning a 
combination of academic-based programming with some 
enrichment, recreation, and leadership activities. The other 
three managers described their programs as primarily aca-
demic. Figure 3 shows that half of the 16 programs served 
elementary school students.

Eight of our site mangers ran 21st CCLC programs. 
When asked if conforming to the academic mandates of 
21st CCLC funding affected staffing decisions, more than 
half (five of eight) agreed that it did. One mentioned the 
tension between reaching academic goals while trying to 
engage kids and hit her enrollment targets. She felt the aca-
demic mandates kept her from offering “fun” activities that 
would keep kids coming back. Another manager said that 
the strict student-leader ratios required by the grant, cou-
pled with the requirement to serve a certain number of 
regular program attendees, resulted in a lot of pressure: 
“If I enrolled the number of students I needed to hit my 
attendance requirements while maintaining the proper 
ratios, I’d have to hire something like eight part-time 
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staff with a budget that only allows me to hire four, tops!” 
Four site managers whose programs weren’t 21st CCLC 
sites but who had heard from other managers about the 
grant requirements responded to the question, “Are you a 
21st Century site?” with some variation of  “Thank good-
ness, no!” One responded, “No, and it’s a good thing—I 
don’t need the added pressure.”

I then moved on to questions related to challenges 
faced in the OST field. Specifically, I asked the site managers 
to describe, in order of importance, the challenges they 
faced in their current positions. The challenges they de-
scribed as most important are shown in Figure 4. The main 
challenge cited by the most managers 
was lack of funding. The next biggest 
challenge was hiring and retaining 
quality staff. Clearly lack of fund-
ing—a concern mentioned by the 
vast majority of interviewees, even if 
they did not cite it as the primary 
concern—is closely related to the issue of staffing. Since 
staff salaries and benefits make up the largest line items in 
our budgets, the inability to attract and retain quality staff 
can be directly linked to lack of adequate funding. Only 
four of the 14 managers interviewed failed to mention staff-
ing or lack of resources among the challenges they faced. 

Eight of 14 site managers said that recruiting and re-
taining quality staff was either the biggest or one of the big-
gest challenges. When drilling down into the specific chal-
lenges they faced with regard to staff turnover, everyone I 
interviewed cited low pay and few hours as the biggest im-
pediments to retaining quality staff. When asked to focus on 
ways of addressing the issue, they all pointed to systemic 
problems. The part-time nature of the jobs we offer, along 
with the relatively low wages paid to part-time staff and the 
lack of opportunities for advancement, led to a situation 
where, in the words of one manager, “We hire part-time 
workers looking for full-time work.” School’s Out 
Washington, in a 2008 report, found this issue to be a state-
wide concern: 

Program staff that serve children after school and dur-
ing the summer, from elementary school through high 
school, are increasingly expected to improve academic 
performance and help young people develop the skills 
and attributes necessary to succeed in a global com-
munity. Yet these workers, from whom we now expect 
so much, may have little experience or education di-
rectly related to their jobs, receive low wages and few 
benefits, and lack a pathway to career advancement. 
(School’s Out Washington, 2008, p. 5)

One middle school manager put it this way: “I hire 
people with career ambitions. When opportunity knocks, 
they have to take it.” Another complained, “Those people 
you really want to hire are usually the first to leave when 
something better comes along.” On average, our site manag-
ers were able to offer their part-time employees 12 hours of 
work per week at an average rate of $13.80 per hour, slight-
ly higher than the median hourly rate of approximately $10 
per hour reported nationwide (Cole, 2006; Craig, 2009; 
Yohalem et al., 2010). 

I asked the site managers who mentioned recruitment 
and retention as a staffing challenge if they had any ideas or 

best practices they’d like to offer to 
others facing similar concerns. 
Having already cited low pay and 
few hours as systemic problems 
leading to high staff turnover, they 
reached near unanimity in describ-
ing the most logical solution to the 

problem: offer more hours and more pay. School’s Out 
Washington heard similar responses when they asked AYD 
workers why they left the field. The two most common rea-
sons given were that salaries weren’t high enough and that 
there weren’t enough full-time opportunities in the com-
munity or organization (School’s Out Washington, 2008). 
“It’s hard to find someone with the skills we need who is 
willing to work for the pay we offer,” is how one of our site 
managers framed the challenge. Added another, “We don’t 
offer enough hours, but at the same time we need people to 
work in the middle of the day, so it makes it difficult for 
them to hold another part-time job.” Almost everyone I 
interviewed followed up by commenting that simply offer-
ing more hours or paying higher wages wasn’t possible 
given the current state of program funding. One high school 
site manager summed up the retention problem best: 
“You’re offering peanuts for very challenging work, and the 
part-time nature of the job is a serious disincentive.”

When it came to addressing the problem of high staff 
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Most said that the thing 
that brought them into the 
field in the first place—a 
passion for working with 
youth—was what kept 
them coming back year 

after year. 
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turnover, one of the most commonly expressed ideas was to 
try to hire staff already working in the school building. One 
long-time site manager solved the problem of high staff 
turn-over by hiring school-day staff. Another opined that 
part-time positions worked only for school staff such as 
para-educators or college students. Another was even more 
specific about hiring college students, recommending fresh-
men or sophomores “but not seniors—they leave after grad-
uation.” Another suggested that university teaching pro-
grams include OST internships along with school-day 
internships as options for student teachers. 

Finally, in order to gauge how happy our site managers 
were with their current positions in our organization, I 
asked them to rate their level of satisfaction with the work 
they do. Given a choice among “very satisfied,” “satisfied,” 
“somewhat satisfied,” or “unsatisfied,” 10 out of 14 chose 
“satisfied,” as shown in Figure 5. Three were “very satisfied,” 
one was “somewhat satisfied,” and 
no one claimed to be “unsatisfied.” I 
followed up by asking what made 
them answer they way they did. 
Most said that the thing that brought 
them into the field in the first place—
a passion for working with youth—
was what kept them coming back 
year after year. This feeling was best 
expressed by a middle school site 
manager who responded, “It’s satis-
fying to know your job actually means something. When 
you make a difference, you can see it.” Another manager 
said, “I love working with youth. I went to school in this 
neighborhood. I came back to where I grew up in order to 
give back to my community.” One of the three site managers 
who said she was very satisfied in her current position said, 
“After working in public education for 33 years, I appreciate 
the flexibility and freedom of working for a nonprofit. I love 
running my own program!”

When asked what kept them from being “very satis-
fied,” most returned to themes already expressed in the in-

terview: lack of funding and resources, low pay, not enough 
help, lack of organizational support. In the words of one 
elementary school site manager, “Sometimes I feel like I 
don’t know what I’m doing here. There needs to be more 
professionalization around what we do.” 

Recommendations
I began this inquiry by looking primarily at strategies for re-
taining part-time staffers working the front lines of OST pro-
grams, thinking that resources put toward professional de-
velopment should be spent transforming these part-timers 
into the high-quality workforce we rely on to deliver high-
quality programming. But my research has led me to rethink 
that position. The TASC report encapsulates the dilemma: 
“High frontline staff turnover limits the incentives of direc-
tors to invest in deeper staff training; limited professional 
development and workplace or career benefits feeds high 

turnover” (TASC, 2010, p. 3). 
Because the part-time, low-wage na-
ture of front-line positions is system-
ic, these positions will inevitably re-
main entry-level jobs subject to high 
levels of turnover. After all, front-line 
AYD jobs are just that—jobs, not ca-
reers. A part-time employee is like a 
renter while a full-time worker is like 
a home owner. Renters have little in-
centive to make substantial improve-

ments to the property, since they will eventually be moving 
on. By contrast, home owners are invested in the long term 
and will do whatever they can to improve the value of their 
property. This isn’t to say that our dedicated and caring part-
timers aren’t invested in what they do. They are. But they are 
less likely to be invested in the long-term sustainability of 
the program than full-time workers because they tend to be 
a transient workforce. 

I’m not recommending that we ignore the professional 
development needs of the part-time half of the OST work-
force. We should provide as many training opportunities for 
front-line workers as time and resources will allow. However, 
I would recommend directing the lion’s share of our limited 
resources toward professionalizing the other half of the 
workforce: the full-time, salaried site managers (coordina-
tors, supervisors, or whatever they’re called) who see them-
selves not as youth development workers but as youth devel-
opment professionals. These staff members may not stay 
with their current organizations, but, compared to part-
timers, they are more likely to remain in the AYD field. 
Resources spent training and developing them have the po-
tential to yield substantial returns as these professionals in-
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vest their experience and knowledge in improving out-
comes for the ultimate beneficiaries of our work: the 
children and youth in our programs. 

An additional important finding of my research was the 
suggestion that one of the best ways to mitigate the problem 
of high turnover was to hire staff already working in the 
school building. I’ve shared this finding with others in my 
CBO, and we’ve begun the process of making this practice a 
recommended hiring strategy across our organization. 

Another suggestion was to increase the number of AYD 
and OST internships at university education programs. 
Indeed, this recommendation was the focus of TASC’s 2010 
paper, which found that:

[A]s schools increasingly emphasize project-based 
learning, service learning, experiential, and community-
based learning… existing afterschool programs offer 
valuable sites for teachers and leaders to build skills 
in these methods, which are not covered in typical 
teacher education. (TASC, 2010, p. i)

The report ends with a call for leaders in the afterschool 
movement to seek out partnerships with institutions of 
higher learning in order to increase the participation of fu-
ture educators in OST youth development (TASC, 2010). 

The data I gathered through interviews with colleagues 
admittedly focused rather narrowly on one organization in 
one geographic area delivering a relatively uniform type of 
OST programming. I directed my attention to a small corner 
of the AYD landscape with the understanding that a much 
larger and more diverse world exists outside my immediate 
frame of reference. I urge other practitioners to conduct 
their own inquiries into their own programs and organiza-
tions so that we can create a mosaic that takes into account 
the diversity of programs, practices, and people who consti-
tute the OST workforce in the 21st century. 

Every field has its own language, its own idiom, a way 
of talking among its professionals about what they do. In 
the field of nonprofit CBOs, we’ve made a conscious effort 
to shape our language so that, when we talk about the pop-
ulations we serve, we speak of benefits, not deficits. We 
want to see students, families, and communities in terms of 
what they have, not what they lack. However, when we talk 
about who we are and what we do, we often allow ourselves 
to be defined not by what we bring to the table but by what 
we lack in terms of resources. I know that much of this pa-
per had been shaped by a discussion of what we need, not 
what we have. So I feel compelled to end by noting another 
theme that bubbled up throughout my research: the passion 
and dedication of the OST workforce. Even though I was 
mining my interviews and the literature for data illuminat-

ing the challenges we face, I kept digging up nuggets that 
reflected a workforce motivated not by fame or fortune, but 
by the possibility of making the world a better place—one 
child, one family at a time. It is to that feeling and those 
people that this paper is dedicated.
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As framed by national education policy priorities, 

the dominant metaphor describing participation and 

achievement in science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) is a “pipeline.” The STEM work-

force requires a “pipeline” of future scientists, engineers, 

and mathematicians. This pipeline begins in childhood 

and carries students through high school, college, and 

master’s degrees, ending with a doctorate and a career 
in a STEM discipline. In this metaphor, students have a

single path: they must develop an interest in STEM by 
middle school, choose particular courses in high school, 
and continue consistently and progressively with STEM 
study in college in order to end with a degree and career 
in STEM. The disproportionate exit from participation in 
STEM by minorities and girls throughout school and col-
lege, resulting in their underrepresentation in STEM ca-
reers, is referred to as the “leaky pipeline” (Alper, 1993; 
Blickenstaff, 2005; Jayarante, Thomas, & Trautmann, 
2003; Leboy, 2008; Watt, Eccles, & Durik 2006). 

In addition to the “pipeline” framed by national 
policy, a widespread set of American cultural assump-
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tions dictates who should “do” STEM. An extensive study 
undertaken by Public Agenda in Kansas and Missouri 
found that:

[P]arents and students are aware of the importance 
of math, science, and technology for local and na-
tional competitiveness, but … they nevertheless do 
not view them as a vital key to personal opportunity 
and see no pressing reason to push hard for better 
results. (Kladec & Friedman, 2007, p. 7)

A growing body of research shows that students who 
do not find personal meaning or relevance in STEM will 
not pursue STEM beyond what is required in school 
(Basu & Barton, 2007; Campbell, 
Denes, & Morrison, 2000; Costa, 
1995; Jeffe, 1995; Lynch, 2000; 
Lyon, 2010; McClure & Rodriguez, 
2007; Zacharia & Barton, 2004).

Engagement, Capacity and 
Continuity: A Trilogy for Student 
Success (Jolly, Campbell, & 
Perlman, 2004) explores why suc-
cesses in individual programs do 
not translate into student achieve-
ment in STEM at a systemic level:

Stand-alone efforts that try to 
improve student academic 
performance or increase student interest in certain 
careers will only have limited success. It is the com-
bination of engagement, capacity, and continuity that 
is essential to real progress. (Jolly et al., 2004, p. 18)

Although the theoretical framework proposed by 
Jolly and colleagues offers an alternative to the pipeline, 
the engagement, capacity, and continuity (EEC) trilogy 
fails to take into account systemic obstacles facing stu-
dents who have traditionally been overlooked by STEM 
engagement initiatives. Middle and high school students 
of color and girls—particularly those from low-income 
families and schools—are disproportionally excluded or 
dropped from the STEM pipeline at formative moments 
in their academic trajectories. Their opportunities to get 
and stay engaged in science are limited due to structural 
barriers: registration fees, lack of prerequisite knowledge, 
competitive application processes, inability to demon-
strate pre-existing interest in science, poor literacy skills, 
lack of transportation, and a dearth of accessible oppor-
tunities (Lyon, 2010). 

If one of the goals of quality STEM education, par-
ticularly in out-of-school time (OST), is to provide great-

er opportunities for engagement by populations tradi-
tionally underrepresented in STEM fields, then the 
pipeline is a limited—and limiting—framework that un-
dermines young peoples’ needs for multiple entry and 
“re-entry” points and for a continuum of opportunities 
that support their full social and intellectual develop-
ment. Issues faced by students from populations histori-
cally underrepresented in science need to be addressed 
through intentional program design strategies matched 
with systemic policies. The pipeline framework fails to 
move this agenda forward.

For students traditionally underrepresented in the 
sciences—students of color, girls, students from low socio-

economic backgrounds and from 
under-resourced schools, and those 
who struggle academically—barriers 
inherent in the pipeline framework 
preclude not only equitable partic-
ipation in STEM but also, more 
importantly, opportunities to see 
themselves as practicing STEM 
professionals. Moving beyond the 
pipeline is not only necessary for 
program design; it is an imperative 
for educational equity.

Based on lessons learned from 
more than a decade of OST STEM 

programming for urban youth, Project Exploration pro-
poses an alternative to the pipeline: Youth-Science 
Pathways. Youth-Science Pathways enable program 
providers to move beyond “pipeline” priorities to de-
sign for outcomes in which STEM learning experiences 
support young people’s social and emotional develop-
ment. Changing the metaphor from a pipeline to path-
way transforms the purpose of the educational effort: 
rather than an endeavor in which students’ experiences 
support STEM academic and workforce outcomes, 
STEM experiences are put to work in the service of 
youth development.

Project Exploration 
Project Exploration is a Chicago-based nonprofit educa-
tion organization dedicated to making science accessible 
to students of color and girls through long-term rela-
tionships and personalized experiences with science and 
scientists. Founded in 1999, Project Exploration works 
to change the face of science. As of 2012, Project 
Exploration annually served approximately 350 middle 
and high school students in the Chicago Public School 
system. By spring 2012, 1,200 students had participated 
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in our programs. These students were primarily African 
American and Latino; more than 50 percent were girls, 
and nearly 50 percent were first-generation college-
bound students. Most students participated in Project 
Exploration programs for three to five years. 

Project Exploration programs are relationship 
based; they are designed around specific, intentionally 
structured relationships among students, staff, and sci-
entists. Staff members serve as youth development spe-
cialists and program facilitators. They focus on recruit-
ing students, fostering and supporting long-term 
relationships with students, and creating effective 
STEM learning environments. Students are expected to 
bring their curiosity and experiences to programs and 
to participate in shaping curriculum based on their inter-
ests. Scientists share their work and their curiosity 
about the world, run meaningful activities related to 
their professional endeavors, and share personal stories 
and their experiences with career development as STEM 
professionals.

Engaging Under-
Represented Students  
in STEM
In 2009, Project Exploration en-
listed researchers from the Center 
for Research, Evaluation, and 
Assessment (REA) at the Lawrence 
Hall of Science to undertake a 10-
year retrospective study of the ef-
fect of Project Exploration pro-
grams on alumni’s interest and 
participation in science and on 
their educational and career aspirations and attainment. 
Through an online survey and in-depth interviews, re-
searchers identified factors that affected students’ deci-
sions to get involved—and stay involved—with science 
and with Project Exploration (Chi, Snow, Goldstein, Lee, 
& Chung, 2010).

Project Exploration participants were significantly 
more likely to graduate high school, go to college, and 
major in science than their peers. They attributed their 
persistence in school and science to participation in 
Project Exploration programs (Chi et al., 2010). Specific 
study findings included the following:
•	 95 percent of alumni had graduated high school or 

were on track to graduate—nearly double the overall 
rate of Chicago Public Schools.

•	 60 percent of alumni enrolled in a four-year college 
were pursuing degrees in STEM-related fields.

•	 60 percent of alumni who graduated college had a de-
gree in a STEM-related field (Chi et al., 2010).

In addition to these quantitative results, qualitative 
feedback provided insights into program characteristics 
that helped or hindered participation. Meaningful work 
with scientists and long-term relationships with caring 
adults were critical factors in students’ decisions to per-
sist in Project Exploration and in STEM (Chi et al., 2010). 
Participants described the factors that mattered most:
•	 Someone knew their name.
•	 The program “never ended.”
•	 They learned how to write.
•	 They were in the news locally and nationally for their 

adventures and accomplishments in STEM.

From our staff’s perspective, the most important 
finding was that students in Project Exploration demon-
strated increased science capacity; positive youth devel-
opment; and meaningful engagement in a community of 
practice that nurtured relationships while helping them 

learn from one another, envision 
careers in science, and conceptual-
ize their futures. 

When asked what Project 
Exploration should do in the fu-
ture, students told researchers they 
wanted opportunities to explore a 
broader range of scientific disci-
plines and career options and to 
investigate disciplines in depth 
once their curiosity was piqued. 
They also asked for transparency 

regarding advanced program and leadership opportuni-
ties. Although many students stayed involved with Project 
Exploration for four or five years, the 10-year study 
showed that they did not always know what programs 
were available and what was required to participate in 
advanced opportunities or leadership experiences.

Patterns of Participation
From anecdotal evidence, surveys and interviews with 
students, staff members’ experiences, and data from 
Project Exploration’s database, a pattern emerged of epi-
sodic engagement in Project Exploration, STEM, and 
higher education (Chi et al., 2010). Although some stu-
dents came to Project Exploration programs continu-
ously through middle and high school, many students 
participated episodically. In terms of higher education, 
first-generation college-bound students often did not ex-

Meaningful work with 
scientists and long-term 
relationships with caring 

adults were critical factors 
in students’ decisions to 

persist in Project 
Exploration and in STEM.
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plore the possibility of attending college until late in their 
senior year. Some students graduated from high school 
and immediately enrolled in a four-year institution, but 
some did not. Some students attended community col-
lege on an intermittent basis, while others entered the 
workforce or armed forces before returning to school. 
Some students began college, ran into obstacles (finan-
cial, disciplinary, personal, or medical), and dropped 
out, only to return to higher education in a new setting 
after time had elapsed. 

The REA study demonstrated that Project 
Exploration’s science education model had a significant 
and lasting effect on students’ educational and career 
achievements. Project Exploration’s relationship-based 
youth science model demonstrates what access to science 
can look like for minority youth, girls, and students who 
are not academically successful. Furthermore, REA find-
ings strongly suggest that, even when students begin 
STEM participation late in their high school careers or 
participate episodically, they can—and often will—pur-
sue STEM beyond high school and continue to be in-
volved as adults, if given ongoing opportunities to stay 
connected.

Core Design Elements and Practices
Project Exploration’s youth science model consists of a 
set of core design elements paired with core practices. These 
elements and practices form the backbone of our peda-
gogy for youth who are least likely to get and stay in-
volved with STEM. Rooted in a progressive social justice 
agenda, Project Exploration’s core design elements are:
•	Equity. Our programs are intended to make science 

accessible to students traditionally underrepresented 
in STEM. Specifically, we target students of color and 
girls who come from under-resourced public schools 
or low socioeconomic status neighborhoods and those 
who struggle academically or socially. 

•	Relationships. We believe that learning is based in re-
lationships. Our staff employs a highly personalized 
approach, with an emphasis on supporting long-term 
relationships among students, scientists, and staff 
through middle school, high school, and beyond. 

•	Students at the center. Project Exploration students 
are known to adults as individuals in terms of what 
they like and what they are curious about, as well as 
by what they can do in STEM. Students co-create cur-
riculum based on their interests. Activities and mate-
rials are introduced in ways that make STEM accessi-
ble for all students, particularly those who struggle 
academically.

•	Access to experts. Content is taught primarily by 
STEM professionals and guided by their questions and 
research. We collaborate closely with scientists to 
shape program experiences around authentic science 
and around the scientists’ career paths and individual 
identities. Participants build social capital through re-
lationships with passionate STEM professionals who 
are driven by curiosity.

•	Meaningful work. In each program, students work 
toward a culminating public project. Experiences 
across programs are interconnected to encourage long-
term involvement with STEM and the Project 
Exploration community, rather than to meet specific 
academic or workforce readiness goals.

All programs, regardless of STEM discipline-specific 
curricula, share the following core practices:
•	 Staff members facilitate STEM learning by creating the 

learning environment and supporting students’ under-
standing of science as a process.

•	 Content is taught by scientists and STEM professionals.
•	 Students write every day together using a structured 

reading and writing process.
•	 Participants choose topics of interest and the medium 

through which they share their learning with others.
•	 Staff members connect students’ experiences with their 

school lives through ongoing communication with 
teachers, principals, and families.

Outcomes That Matter
In our experience, the young people who are least likely 
to get involved with STEM participate in opportunities 
based on relationships rather than on workforce devel-
opment goals. The demands of their lives mean they 
need opportunities that are non-linear but readily and 
regularly available. When the work in STEM programs is 
authentic, personally meaningful, and facilitated by car-
ing adults, students will stay involved over many years, 
even if they do not intend to become scientists. Students 
who participate in such experiences have the opportu-
nity to consider STEM in higher education and as a ca-
reer; many of them actually do so, though these outcomes 
are not the primary program goals.

Successful involvement with STEM can emerge not 
only in the form of a STEM degree or career, but also in 
the form of ongoing STEM involvement on the part of 
adults who are also involved in public policy, journalism, 
home health care, parenting, traveling, or volunteering at 
a community-based organization, to name just a few ex-
amples from the lives of our alumni. This long-term out-
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come stands in stark contrast to what counts as “success” 
in the pipeline approach.

We used Project Exploration participant engagement 
in STEM as a basis for defining our youth outcomes: 
•	 Engagement in communities of practice, in which stu-

dents feel welcomed and are part of a community of 
learners

•	 Increased science capacity, developed by providing 
students with authentic experiences that foster in-
creased knowledge

•	 Strengthened socioemotional attitudes, developed by 
focusing on socioemotional capacity and resilience

In order to serve more students, Project Exploration 
staff wanted a conceptual framework that would 
capitalize on lessons we learned from the 10-year study 
and from student feedback in order to facilitate equity 
and access. As documented by the REA 10-year study 
(Chi et al., 2010), episodic participation over many years 
and the cumulative positive impact of relationship-based 
programming stand in stark contrast to the educational 
process prescribed by the pipeline metaphor. Frustrated 
with the limitations of the pipeline as a conceptual 
framework, Project Exploration set out to create a 
metaphor that would serve our mission and students’ 
real-life experiences.

Moving beyond the Pipeline
Reviewing existing literature and templates, we found a 
few sources that resonated strongly with our program 
sensibilities. The learning principles of Learning in 
Afterschool (2012) and the Partnership for 21st Century 
Skills (2009) helped bolster our youth development con-
versation. The Atlas of Science Literacy from the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science (Project 
2061, 2007) and Jason Zimba’s (2009) “Five Areas of 
Core Science Knowledge’” informed our articulation of 
STEM competencies. 

However, neither Project Exploration’s social justice 
agenda or nor the youth science model at the core of our 
approach were represented in these materials. In addi-
tion, staff believed that working through the develop-
ment of a framework would provide a meaningful learn-
ing experience. The team decided to create a conceptual 
framework to answer the question, “What’s worth know-
ing and experiencing at Project Exploration?” Staff devel-
oped project goals: 
•	 We should capitalize on our long-term relationships with 

students. We know students for years, not just one or two 
weeks in the summer or for a few months after school.

•	 The final product should be the journey itself. We 
need to value and support non-linear experiences and 
episodic participation. Kids’ real lives need to be part 
of the equation.

•	 Experiences in STEM should be expansive. Rather than 
serving workforce development as their primary pur-
pose, STEM experiences should serve as building 
blocks for youth development and the creation of so-
cial capital. 

•	 Roles among students, scientists, and staff—and espe-
cially opportunities for student leadership develop-
ment—should be transparent and explicit.

•	 Students’ interests and curiosity should drive their 
choices and their progress in learning.

•	 Staff should be able to talk with students about their 
learning progression and to show them and their fami-
lies what skills and competencies they are developing 
and can build on.

•	 Evaluation should be meaningful and should relate to 
the programs and our goals for students.

Project Exploration’s Youth-Science Pathways 
emerged from this discussion. Built on our youth science 
model, the Pathways framework combines a set of com-
plementary learning strands, called Discover-Explore-
Pursue, with a set of competencies presented in our 
Youth-Science Matrix. Youth-Science Pathways merges 
best practices in youth development with the concept of 
science as inquiry. Students do not work in the service 
of STEM by, for example, participating in science in  
order to become scientists, engineers, and mathemati-
cians. Rather, STEM experiences are put to work in the 
service of students’ academic, social, and emotional  
development. 

Learning Strands: Discover-Explore-Pursue
In addition to mastering content, learning science  
involves proficiency in the skills of scientific inquiry. 
Opportunities to discover something new, explore various 
aspects of it, and pursue a specific question are hallmarks 
of the inquiry process. Each phase is part of a reiterative 
inquiry cycle, as illustrated in Figure 1. Project 
Exploration programs fall along three complementary 
strands.

Discover programs:
•	 Introduce students to a broad range of scientific disci-

plines and topics
•	 Enable students to develop and practice the basic prin-

ciples of science and scientific inquiry
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•	 Build student confidence and lay the 
foundation for long-term relationships 
among students, Project Exploration staff, 
parents, teachers, and scientists

Explore programs:
•	 Focus more specifically on discrete disci-

plines and inquiry methods
•	 Expand critical thinking, collaboration, 

public speaking, and investigative ap-
proaches

•	 Empower students to articulate their in-
terests and create their personal science 
identities

Pursue programs:
•	 Equip students with skills and experiences 

to pursue science in higher education and 
the workforce

•	 Include an in-depth investigation in a research-based 
setting

•	 Build advanced scientific proficiencies as well as lead-
ership and decision-making skills

•	 Allow students to develop highly personal, one-on-
one working relationships with scientists

As complementary opportunities, Discover-Explore-
Pursue programs enable participants to build content 
knowledge and work toward mastery of a topic in a lin-
ear, progressive fashion. A Youth-Science Pathway con-
sists of a collection of program experiences over time. 

Table 1 offers an example of an individual student’s 
content-based pathway in forensics. As the student par-
ticipates in each program, he or she is not only progres-
sively learning content knowledge and career 
requirements, but also developing self awareness that 
can help him or her make informed decisions about what 
he or she is interested in and why. Because participants 
are encouraged to choose particular programs based on 
their curiosity, and because Project Exploration focuses 
on long-term relationships rather than on single experi-
ences, the strands support students to take ownership of 

learning and to be active members of the 
Project Exploration community.

Youth-Science Pathways makes Project 
Exploration’s relationship-based approach 
explicit and transparent. As illustrated in 
Figure 2, the level of initiative and engage-
ment required of participants, as well as of 
staff or scientists, changes with each pro-
gram strand. In Discover programs, the re-
sponsibility to develop program activities is 
on the staff member who recruits students 
and takes the lead in shaping the program. 
In Pursue programs, students and scientists 
are both expected to work more indepen-
dently: students set their own learning 
goals, and scientists work with students on 
authentic projects in the field or in labs.

Now that we had a transparent way to 
describe and diversify programs, our staff 

Figure 1. Discover-Explore-Pursue Framework

Table 1. Youth-Science Pathway: Forensics

DISCOVER EXPLORE PURSUE

Discover Forensics 
March 2011
Survey experience 
over five full days in 
spring break

Science Digest 
October 2011
Half-day 
introduction, on a 
Saturday, to what it’s 
like to be a forensic 
scientist for a 
government agency

Forensic 
Investigators
Summer 2012
Two-week summer 
immersion program 
with a culminating 
“court case” 
presentation

Summer Internship 
Summer 2012
with Illinois State 
Police 

Team Leader 
Spring 2013
Leading other 
youth in the 
Project Exploration 
program Forensics 
Investigators

PURSUE

EXPLORE

DISCOVER

Pursue: 
Skill-building 
internships, 
placements, 
or leadership 
roles; emphasis 
on equipping 
students to 
pursue STEM

Discover:
Introductory 
survey; 
emphasis 
on youth 
development 
and identity 
building

Explore:
In-depth investigation in a discipline, exploration of  
models & systems;  emphasis on authentic work
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turned to articulating a continuum of competencies to 
ensure that participants progress intellectually, socially, 
and emotionally throughout their involvement with 
Project Exploration.

Youth-Science Matrix:  
Progressive Competencies
When Project Exploration opened its doors in 1999, 
funders, parents, students, and scientists asked, “Are you 
a youth development organization or a science education or-
ganization?” The question has persisted. Rather than 
choosing one or the other, we believe that competencies 
developed through science learning and youth develop-
ment are complementary and strengthen each other. 
Researchers such as Joseph Durlak (Durlak & Weissberg, 
2007) have shown that afterschool programs that use 
evidence-based youth development practices are the 
most effective in producing positive outcomes. The 10-
year study of Project Exploration (Chi et al., 2010) dem-
onstrated that, by intentionally fostering socioemotional 
skills—such as communication, self-confidence, self-
efficacy, teamwork, cooperation, and leadership—while 
immersing students in high-caliber STEM programs, 
Project Exploration enables participants not only to learn 
science, but also to translate their experiences into future 
aspirations and achievement.

With the Discover-Explore-Pursue learning strands in 
hand, staff broke into two teams to examine both youth 
development assets and competencies in science inquiry, 
selecting competencies that aligned with Project Exploration 
program practices. The teams agreed on three ideas:

•	 Scientific inquiry is a way of understanding the natural 
world. 

•	 Positively focusing on youth competencies and social 
and emotional skill-building while exploring STEM 
will equip students for success in life.

•	 Critically conscious youth are empowered to identify 
challenges to, and strategies for achieving, equitable 
participation in science.

The team emerged with a set of 14 competencies 
that spanned youth development and STEM inquiry:
•	 Building models
•	 Understanding math
•	 Building scientific knowledge
•	 Investigating
•	 Understanding science as a social endeavor
•	 Observing
•	 Reflecting
•	 Collaborating
•	 Taking initiative
•	 Being curious
•	 Communicating
•	 Being part of a community
•	 Developing leadership
•	 Developing self-identity

The competencies integrate science process skills and 
youth development assets. When Discover-Explore-Pursue 
strands are mapped across these competencies, the result is 
the Youth-Science Matrix, excerpted in Table 2. The matrix 
outlines basic scientific and youth development competen-

cies we expect each student to 
explore in all programs, with 
increasing sophistication across 
Discover, Explore, and Pursue 
opportunities. 

The Youth-Science Matrix 
describes an explicit ecosystem 
for designing programs along 
learning strands. This tool gives 
staff and scientists a common 
language for discussing and de-
signing experiences, content, 
and skill development activi-
ties. It enables staff to move 
away from hidden or implied 
curricula toward being explicit 
with scientists, facilitators, and 
students. For example, scien-
tists who are interested in doing 

Figure 2. Discover-Explore-Pursue Pathways: Relationship Engagement Levels

Box size represents the level of initiative in each program category.
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outreach with our participants often have a hard time un-
derstanding how to teach content so that it is embedded in 
youth development assets. Using the Youth-Science Matrix 
as a guide, scientists know in advance whether they are 
working to help participants Discover, Explore, or Pursue. 
They have an outline for developing activities to build 
skills and competencies that cut across science and youth 
development. The matrix provides transparency for stu-
dents by helping them understand what programs are 
available now and in the future, what competencies they 
can develop, and what is expected of participants. It also 
serves staff as a rubric for program evaluation. 

Youth-Science Pathways:  
Learning Strands across a Matrix
The Youth-Science Pathways framework, built on pro-
gressive learning strands paired with a competencies ma-
trix, enables young people to develop STEM literacies as 
well as social, emotional, and leadership fluency. The aims 
of the Youth-Science Pathways framework are fourfold.

The first goal is to increase access to and transpar-
ency about program opportunities. While striving to 
maintain flexibility, Pathways provides clear, customiz-
able options. In addition to helping students set clear 
goals and understand what is expected of them in Project 
Exploration programs, the Pathways framework also 
supports longer-term aspirations for high school gradua-
tion, college, and career.

A second goal is to build and enhance continuity 
across the program landscape. Responding to student in-
terests is a fundamental cornerstone of Project 
Exploration’s program design. However, as we expand, it 
is critical that students, scientists, and teachers agree on 
certain competencies or skills, both academic and devel-
opmental, that will be addressed in each strand of pro-
gramming. The Pathways framework enables us to be 
explicit about our experiential goals for students and 
about their learning along the way. These competencies 
create a dashboard for internal and external program 
evaluation. Standardizing program design facilitates stu-

CORE  
COMPETENCIES

EMERGING SKILLS

DISCOVER EXPLORE PURSUE

BUILDING  
MODELS

•	Using models as analogies to 
represent natural phenomena 
that may be too small or large 
to observe (e.g., atom, solar 
system)

•	Learning to accurately scale 
natural phenomena (e.g., 
evolutionary time, cells, 
bacteria)

•	Developing ways to accurately 
represent and describe abstract 
ideas

•	Considering alternative 
models to explain the same 
phenomenon

•	Learning how models of a 
specific discipline have changed 
over time

•	Using models to make and test 
predictions (e.g., computer, 
mathematical)

BUILDING  
SCIENTIFIC 
KNOWLEDGE

•	Learning basic vocabulary 
related to the nature of science 
(e.g., observations, data, 
experiment)

•	Learning major concepts 
that are shared among 
scientific disciplines (e.g., 
evolution, energy flow, 
interconnectedness)

•	Learning discipline-specific 
vocabulary 

•	Learning to use discipline-
specific tools 

•	Discussing major concepts and 
principles within a specific 
discipline

•	Mastering the use of some 
discipline-specific tools

•	Using scientific vocabulary and 
principles to pose questions 
and formulate responses

USING MATH •	Using simple algebra to collect 
data

•	Using numerical data to 
describe and compare data

•	Using simple tools of 
measurement (e.g., scales, rulers)

•	Reading and presenting 
numerical information through 
graphs and charts

•	Using mathematics to solve a 
problem 

•	Quantifying statements
•	Learning to interpret data using 

quantitative methods (e.g., 
statistics)

Table 2. Youth-Science Matrix Excerpt



dents’ progress, bolsters the development of STEM ca-
pacities, and reinforces the community of practice.

A third goal of Youth-Science Pathways is to design 
with episodic participation in mind. Students whose 
lives outside of school make regular, linear participation 
in school or in OST programs a challenge need opportu-
nities to participate in a welcoming community based 
on curiosity rather than on prerequisites. The Pathways 
approach assumes that it is never too late to partici-
pate—or to return. 

The Pathways approach capitalizes on relationships 
with scientists and on institutional partnerships to en-
sure that students build social capital. Project Exploration 
works with diverse STEM professionals who come from 
universities as well as from public and private sectors. 
Students not only are exposed to a variety of careers and 
working environments but also can get connected and 
develop diverse networks of relationships. 

The learning strands and competencies matrix of 
Youth-Science Pathways facilitate OST experiences that 
are critical not only for STEM pursuits, but also for 
healthy adulthood. Youth need sustained opportunities 
in STEM, and their engagement needs to be progres-
sively sophisticated in order to develop both technical 
and socioemotional skills. Youth-Science Pathways pro-
vides an architecture within which students can explore 
successive and diverse experiences in STEM while also 
getting support for their development as young people. 
The Pathways framework enables program providers to 
reconsider the value of STEM experiences in terms of 
youth development over time. Young people know that 
they have multiple options and are empowered to make 
decisions that will support their growth and learning. 

What’s Next
The work of bringing Youth-Science Pathways to life has 
just begun. New programs are being mapped against the 
Discover-Explore-Pursue learning strands. This ap-
proach is envigorating our ability to be strategic about 
partnerships with STEM professionals and about com-
munication with our students. But we have much more 
work to do. A pipeline model can be evaluated quantita-
tively in terms of STEM degrees granted and STEM ca-
reers launched. A pathways approach requires fresh 
thinking about what matters most—and to whom and 
why. 

In the short term, we are developing program indi-
cators, observation rubrics, and evaluation templates 
that will provide feedback for program providers and 
youth participants and will inform the organization’s 

strategic planning. We are exploring critical questions 
such as:
•	 How do we use Pathways to support individualized 

learning plans for participants?
•	 Can we develop a transparent and youth-friendly tool 

that allows students to be aware of their own assets 
and monitor their skill development?

•	 How can we use the matrix to assess skill development 
for formative evaluation during programs as well as for 
summative evaluation afterward?

•	 What are the implications of the Pathways approach 
for staff recruitment, retention, and professional devel-
opment?

•	 In what ways can data inform how we refine specific 
paths?

•	 What longitudinal data will be most important to 
collect?

Youth-Science Pathways enables program providers 
to move beyond the STEM “pipeline” to support youth 
development goals as well as STEM learning. Instead of 
putting students to work to serve STEM workforce de-
mands, it puts STEM education to work to expand pos-
sibilities in students’ lives.
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“I want to be a software engineer because I want to 

be involved with computers.” –Build IT participant

“I would like to create software because I would make 

a lot of money, and people in these jobs are intelligent.”   

–Build IT participant

“I have been so inspired working with this curriculum 

and with the whole Build IT team that I have applied to a 

graduate program...in learning, media and technology.”  

–Build IT facilitator

The program that elicited these statements is Build IT, a 
two-year afterschool and summer curriculum designed 
help middle school girls develop fluency in information 
technology (IT), interest in mathematics and computer 
science, and knowledge of IT careers. Build IT is a 
problem-based curriculum consisting of six units that 
capitalize on girls’ interest in design and communica-
tion. SRI International’s Center for Technology and 
Learning (SRI) and Girls Incorporated of Alameda 

County (GIAC) designed the materials and professional 
development to teach technology and computer science 
skills not only to girls but also to afterschool facilitators—
who are primarily young women—while building facili-
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tators’ capacity to provide this programming. To date, 
Build IT has been implemented at 33 sites and has 
reached more than 2,000 girls and 50 afterschool educa-
tors in the U.S. and Canada through the Girls Inc. net-
work of affiliates. Co-developed and co-owned by SRI 
and GIAC, with funding from the National Science 
Foundation and the Noyce Foundation, Build IT is now 
managed by the Girls Inc. national organization, which 
provides professional development 
for all its affiliates. 

This paper outlines the need 
for sustainable, scalable after-
school computer science programs 
targeting girls and describes the 
development of one such curricu-
lum. Evaluation research on girls’ 
learning of computer science and 
on the capacity of afterschool staff 
and organizations to provide computer science program-
ming leads to our description of a research-based approach 
to sustaining and scaling the program nationally—an  
approach that other programs might use to expand their 
reach and impact.

The Need for Sustainable and Scalable  
IT Afterschool Programming
Policymakers, educators, and industry professionals ad-
vocate for teaching technology fluency and computer sci-
ence in and out of school, especially for underserved 
populations including girls, Latinos/as, and African 
Americans. Unfortunately, “computer science programs 
are often overlooked and underfunded, leading to insuf-
ficient curricula, a lack of teacher training in computer 
science, and decreased gender and ethnic diversity in 
computer science programs and careers” (Coalition for 
Science After School, 2010). Each year, afterschool edu-
cators and learning science researchers create numerous 
afterschool programs, but many of these programs end 
with the initial funding. Starting with an important na-
tional need, such as the one that Build IT addresses—in-
creasing the number of girls interested in pursuing com-
puter science learning and possibly careers—is an 
important first step toward building a sustainable and 
scalable program.

Nationally, women make up half of the workforce 
but hold one-quarter or fewer of the positions in engi-
neering and computer-related fields. Fewer than seven 
percent of Latina or African-American women have de-
grees or careers in these fields (National Academy of 
Sciences et al., 2010). Yet these occupations are predict-

ed to grow at a rate faster than the average rate for all 
occupations (Lacey & Wright, 2009; National Science 
Board, 2010). The fundamental obstacles to girls enter-
ing the workforce in science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM) today are the value girls place 
on STEM careers, their interest in STEM topics, and their 
expectations of success in STEM fields (Barman, 1996; 
Brickhouse, Lowery, & Schultz, 2000; Chambers, 1983; 

Eccles, 1994, 2007; Eccles, Wong, 
& Peck, 2006). To be convinced of 
the value of STEM careers and their 
potential success, girls need to see 
their interests reflected in STEM 
courses and informal learning op-
portunities so that science and 
math become a central part of the 
“girls they are” (Brickhouse et al., 
2000). Girls should participate in 

tasks that are relevant to their lives and have social im-
pact; they should also connect with role models in STEM 
professions and receive feedback and encouragement 
(Eccles, 1994; Halpern et al., 2007; National Center for 
Women and Information Technology, 2007). Afterschool 
settings show promise as places for youth from all back-
grounds to gain confidence and interest in STEM careers 
(National Research Council, 2009).

Reaching Girls and Young Women:  
Build IT Participants
Programs like Build IT are needed to overcome these ob-
stacles and change the statistics on numbers of women 
and minorities in STEM careers. More than 65 percent of 
the girls participating in Build IT are African American or 
Latina and from low socioeconomic status homes. For 
many participants, Build IT is one of the few venues that 
gives them regular access to technology, opportunities to 
design technological solutions, and exposure to IT ca-
reers. The program also uses educative curriculum mate-
rials and a train-the-trainer approach to target staff learn-
ing, since afterschool staff often see computer science 
content as daunting. All of the 31 staff members current-
ly facilitating Build IT are women, and 55 percent are 
women of color. The majority are in their 20s and 30s 
and were not familiar with computer science concepts 
when they began the program. 

Developing for Scaling and Sustainability
Education research has articulated the features for scal-
ing and sustaining innovations in schools (Coburn, 2003; 
Schneider & McDonald, 2007; St. John, 2003), includ-

Nationally, women make 
up half of the workforce 
but hold one-quarter or 
fewer of the positions in 

engineering and computer-
related fields.
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ing school science programs (Blumenfeld, Fishman, 
Krajcik, Marx, & Soloway, 2000; Fishman & Krajcik, 
2003). In developing this program, we adapted this re-
search base for afterschool learning. Just as the absence 
of a clear plan for implementation and scaling hampers 
efforts to scale STEM innovations in schools (Confrey, 
Lemke, Marshall, & Sabelli, 2002; McLaughlin & Mitra, 
2001), so too does the absence of such plans hinder  
afterschool programs.

To anticipate the challenges of building a scalable, 
sustained program, developers designed Build IT to un-
fold in multiple stages. Rather than waiting to think 
about sustainability and dissemination until after the 
program design had been articulated, scale and sustain-
ability plans were integral to the concept.

The co-design process played a key role in these 
plans. In co-design, researchers and developers lead a 
highly facilitated, team-based process with practitioners 
to design and implement prototypes of the innovation. 
To this process, SRI team members brought their exper-
tise in research and development in the learning scienc-
es, and the GIAC team brought its 
expertise in implementing youth 
development programs for girls. 
This Build IT team worked for 
three years to develop, implement, 
and refine the program. In later 
years, other Girls Inc. affiliates im-
plemented the program, with the 
national organization leading the 
professional development. 

Evaluation Findings
Throughout the life of Build IT, in-
ternal and external evaluators have used a mixed-methods 
approach to document changes both in girls’ attitudes to-
ward and understanding of IT and in staff members’ ca-
pacity to sustain and scale computer science program-
ming, examining changes at both individual and 
organizational levels. Researchers surveyed girls about 
their perceptions of and interest in IT fields and about 
their computer usage and skills. The evaluators also as-
sessed participants’ understanding of IT concepts. In the 
first three years of the program, a comparison group from 
the same schools and communities as program partici-
pants responded to the surveys and assessments. In most 
of its settings, Build IT is part of a larger afterschool and 
summer program rather than an independent program for 
which participants sign up. Attendees are thus no more 
likely than other similar girls to have positive attitudes to-

ward technology or to be interested in IT careers. 
Researchers also interviewed and observed girls in the pro-
gram, capturing qualitative data on girls’ interest and en-
gagement in IT. 

The evaluation team interviewed, observed, and col-
lected implementation reports from staff. Staff also com-
pleted online surveys to document their impressions of 
how well the program met the needs of the girls and of 
the organization, how well the program addressed pro-
fessional development needs, their plans to continue or 
discontinue the program, and their own IT learning and 
career interests.

Research questions for the evaluation included:
•	 Are girls engaged, achieving IT fluency, and interested in 

pursuing IT careers, including taking the necessary high 
school mathematics and computer science courses? 

•	 Is staff capacity at each site increased and supported to 
offer this IT fluency programming? 

•	 Is this curriculum sustainable in different settings? 

Evaluation results, outlined below, show that Build 
IT is achieving its goals. Girls’ atti-
tudes toward IT and understand-
ing of IT concepts improved. 
Afterschool staff members in-
creased their capacity to offer the 
program and developed interest in 
IT education and careers for them-
selves. These findings provide evi-
dence for the sustainability and 
scalability of the program. 

Growth in Girls
The data show that Build IT moti-

vates girls to explore IT and pursue IT careers. Girls who 
saw IT careers as solitary and boring began to see them 
as collaborative, fun, and intellectually stimulating; 
many participants started to see IT as a possible career. 
Their attitudes toward math also changed. In the pilot 
scale-up, we saw statistically significant improvement in 
girls’ confidence in math and belief in its usefulness. We 
saw modest (but not statistically significant) improve-
ments in girls’ confidence with computers, attitudes  
toward IT careers, and gender-neutral views of careers. 
Excerpts from interviews with girls illustrate these 
changes:

I might be able to do that.
You could do amazing things.
I thought [the jobs] were hard but seemed kind of fun.

Rather than waiting to 
think about sustainability 
and dissemination until 

after the program design 
had been articulated,  

scale and sustainability 
plans were integral to  

the concept.
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Girls in Build IT strengthen their technology fluency. 
In the pilot scale-up, girls reported an increase in their 
technology skills, and assessments showed improved IT 
knowledge. We saw statistically significant improvements 
in girls’ frequency of computer use, self-reported com-
puter skills, perception of the usefulness of mathematics, 
and confidence in using math. Similarly, in initial imple-
mentation at one affiliate, we saw a statistically signifi-
cant change in participants’ conceptual understanding, 
as compared to that of a similar group of girls not par-
ticipating in the program. In addition, girls who partici-
pated in two years of the program scored higher on as-
sessments of IT conceptual understanding than girls with 
one year or less of participation. Finally, data from the 
initial implementation with one affiliate indicate that 
Build IT participants with multiple years of exposure to 
the curriculum increasingly planned to take computer-
related courses and college-track math courses.

Growth in Organizational Capacity
To achieve scale and sustainability, a program must not 
only meet its goals for youth participants, but also build 
organizational capacity. During the 
first three years of Build IT imple-
mentation and subsequent two 
years of pilot scaling, all staff and 
organization leaders reported that 
the program was a good fit with the 
needs of their organization, com-
munity, and girls; they said that 
they would implement the program 
again. Affiliate executive directors 
found that they could secure local 
funding for Build IT and similar 
programs. Of the seven affiliates 
that participated in the pilot scale-
up, six are continuing to implement 
the program. The national organi-
zation hopes to scale Build IT to all 
of its affiliates.

Preliminary data from the re-
cent (2010–2012) scale-up of the Build IT program to 21 
affiliates (33 program sites) reinforced the pilot scale-up 
findings, showing that the program is sustainable and 
scalable. Ninety-five percent of organization leaders sur-
veyed said that the program met the needs of the com-
munity and aligned with their organization’s goals. 
Leaders said that the program had support from their 
funders and was not expensive to implement; all but one 
planned to continue offering the program, though a few 

noted they would need to find funding to continue. 
Leaders also said the program was rewarding for staff and 
girls. One said:

At our site, we serve a large majority of girls from 
very low-income, single-parent/guardian house-
holds who do not have the economic resources to 
expose their daughters to IT equipment, programs, 
or mentors. Without a program like [this one], their 
daughters would have minimal or no exposure to IT 
fields, careers, and information.

Additionally, the majority of facilitators—73 per-
cent—said they were comfortable implementing the pro-
gram; the remaining 27 percent report reported that they 
were comfortable “to some extent.” 

Growth in Afterschool Staff 
The Build IT curriculum is designed to teach staff as well 
as girls. Data show that staff who implemented the pro-
gram often became comfortable troubleshooting technical 
problems and doing computer programming using HTML 
or object-oriented programming tools. It was not uncom-

mon to see a staff member rooting 
in the organization’s server closet. 
One said, “My Internet went down 
the other day and it said ISP and 
LAN and all that stuff…and I was, 
like, ‘Wow, I know what these 
things mean.’” Staff members’ com-
fort with curriculum concepts also 
grew: they began to successfully 
incorporate and teach important 
concepts such as the engineering 
design process of defining the 
problem, brainstorming, sketch-
ing, researching, developing, test-
ing, and using the new technology.

Researchers also found evi-
dence that staff gained more than 
the capacity to teach the curricu-
lum. In a survey on staff capacity 

and IT learning, more than 60 percent of responding fa-
cilitators said the program influenced their career and 
education plans: 58 percent said they were thinking 
about or pursuing a career involving STEM and 47 per-
cent were thinking about or pursuing further education 
in STEM. One facilitator, for example, has moved on to a 
technology job, and another entered an educational tech-
nology graduate program. Two others have added a com-
puter science or technology focus to their postsecondary 
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education. Others have created 
roles in their organizations as coor-
dinators of the Build IT curricu-
lum, in effect building a career lad-
der for STEM-focused educators 
and built-in support for the pro-
gram. Finally, staff members at the 
site that co-developed the curricu-
lum have taken on leadership roles 
by becoming trainers for affiliates 
new to the curriculum. 

Encouraging the facilitators—
nearly all of whom are women and 
many of whom are women of col-
or—to pursue IT careers was not 
an original goal of the program, 
but it certainly addresses the na-
tional need for more women and 
particularly women of color in IT. 
It may seem counterproductive to 
facilitate staff members’ leaving the program; however, 
from the start, the program development team planned 
for the high staff turnover that is common in afterschool 
organizations. In order to promote organizational memo-
ry of the program, Girls Inc. affiliate leaders as well as fa-
cilitators attend Build IT professional development. 
Additionally, the curriculum materials themselves are de-
signed to educate new staff members as they prepare ac-
tivities and use them with the girls. 

Research-based Framework for Sustainability 
and Scalability of Afterschool STEM
Frameworks for scaling and sustaining school-based in-
novations provided insights to the program development 
team for planning the stages of Build IT. Coburn (2003) 
outlined four interrelated dimensions for scaling and 
sustaining education innovations: depth, spread, shift, 
and sustainability. Dede and Rockman (2007) added a 
fifth dimension, evolution. Developers can think about 
these five dimensions both sequentially and collectively, 
as they reinforce one another. 
•	 Depth refers to the effect of the innovation on youth 

learning and educators’ practice. Coburn (2003) states 
that “reform must effect deep and consequential 
change” (p. 4).

•	 Spread is the traditional notion of scale: the spread of a 
reform to a greater number of sites. 

•	 Shift in ownership requires that the practitioners re-
sponsible for implementation, not the developers, 
have full authority, including over ongoing support, 

professional development, and 
future implementations. 

• Sustainability means maintaining 
the depth of the program—and 
allowing for acceptable adapta-
tions—over time, under less than 
ideal conditions. 

• Evolution of the innovation for 
sustainability involves three types 
of innovators: developers, re-
searchers, and practitioners. 
Practitioners’ implementation in-
fluences future research and de-
velopment. Evaluations and as-
sessment tools that informed the 
original innovation can help 
practitioners to adapt the innova-
tion and can provide data for 
funders of the sustained program. 

Cutting across all five of these 
dimensions, researchers developing science curricula at 
the University of Michigan (Blumenfeld et al., 2000; 
Fishman & Krajcik, 2003) have identified usability—by 
students, teachers, and administrators—as key to the 
sustainability of an innovation in schools: 

If an innovation is “usable,” this means three things: 
(1) that the innovation is adaptable to the organiza-
tion’s context, (2) that the organization is able to en-
act the innovation successfully, and (3) that the orga-
nization is able to sustain the innovation. (Fishman 
& Krajcik, 2003, p. 565) 

These researchers note that the innovation is more 
than the curriculum materials; it includes planning for 
ongoing support of the organization’s capacity to imple-
ment effective science curricula. Not only must teachers 
and students be able to use the materials, but also the 
organization must have the capacity to use the program. 
Other researchers of in-school science learning have not-
ed the importance and interplay of the usability of the 
curriculum and the building of the organization’s capac-
ity to offer the curriculum (Cohen & Ball, 1999; St. John, 
2003), a capacity that includes alignment with the orga-
nization’s culture, policy, and management initiatives 
(Blumenfeld et al., 2000; Fishman & Krajcik, 2003).

Achieving Depth through Co-Design
To achieve “deep and consequential change” (Coburn, 
2003) in afterschool STEM learning, our experience and 
research led us to a co-design process, in which developers 
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from the learning sciences and youth development fields 
collaborated to develop a rich, usable curriculum that 
meets the needs of youth and their communities. Penuel, 
Roschelle, and Schectman (2007) define co-design as a 
“highly facilitated, team-based process in which educa-
tors, researchers, and developers work together in defined 
roles to design an educational innovation, implement the 
innovation with educators and students as a prototype, 
and evaluate each prototype’s significance for addressing a 
concrete educational need” (p. 51).

The Build IT team used philosophies and pedagogical 
approaches from the learning sciences and youth develop-
ment fields to develop a constructivist, problem-based cur-
riculum. The program’s hands-on experiences are not  
solely computer based; they enable youth to use their bod-
ies, creativity, energy, and visual representations to act out 
computational approaches to solving problems. The co-
design process allowed constant checking of the program’s 
usability for youth and youth development leaders. In ad-
dition to iterative co-design, we incorporated the 
Understanding by Design approach (Wiggins & McTighe, 
1998) to identify learning goals and ways of achieving them. 
Learning goals, assessments, and activities were articulated 
in a language consistent with youth development. 

Throughout development, the Build IT team incor-
porated educative elements in the curriculum that were 

designed to teach afterschool educators as much as the 
girls, so that the staff can understand and implement the 
curriculum. Educative curriculum materials increase 
educators’ knowledge in specific instances of instruc-
tional decision making and help them develop more 
general knowledge that they can apply flexibly in new 
situations (Ball & Cohen, 1996; Davis & Krajik, 2005). 
Build IT’s educative elements include computer science 
and IT concepts along with research-based practices for 
engaging girls in these concepts. These elements reveal 
the developers’ pedagogical judgments and help staff to 
access information, learn subject matter, anticipate and 
interpret what learners may think or do, and relate units 
and big ideas.

Figure 1 outlines the Build IT team’s co-design ap-
proach. To begin, the Build IT team developed a shared 
understanding of co-design, the afterschool learning en-
vironment at Girls Inc., and the role of each contributor. 
Next, the team conducted one or two brainstorming 
meetings using the Understanding by Design approach. 
The team identified the “enduring understandings” (big 
ideas) in computer science, discussed products youth 
could produce or actions they could do to demonstrate 
their understanding of the concepts, and shared activity 
ideas that could elicit these products or actions. 

Once an outline was agreed on, SRI team members 
drafted the curriculum, based on their com-
puter science and mathematics expertise, and 
Girls Inc. team members reviewed it. The 
groups revised until both teams deemed 
drafts to be ready for implementation. The 
team then prepared selected activities to pilot 
with a few girls and shared the curriculum 
draft with advisors. The team revised the cur-
riculum again based on this feedback. Another 
round of revisions came after staff gave feed-
back on initial professional development ses-
sions. Next, the unit was fully implemented 
with 15 or more girls. Formative evaluation of 
the implementation and feedback from girls 
and staff informed the next phase of revisions. 
Each unit went through about three rounds of 
drafting, piloting, and revising. 

At first glance, co-design may seem overly 
difficult: agreeing on curricular goals and fol-
lowing a structured iteration process are time-
consuming. Yet co-design can help develop 
greater ownership over designs, strengthen 
STEM content, and make designs more  
usable in real settings (Penuel et al., 2007). 

Figure 1. Co-Design Approach
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Achieving Spread by Building Partnerships 
In order to spread and achieve scale, an innovation must 
influence the organization’s norms and principles, in-
cluding policies, curriculum implementation, and pro-
fessional development (Coburn, 2003). Proven impact, 
ease of use, and fit with the organization are critical fac-
tors in achieving scale. 

Partnerships can support an innovation’s spread. A 
report on the sustainability of 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers by The Finance Project (2006) finds 
partnerships to be essential for long-term sustainability. 
Specifically, partners should have shared goals, clear 
roles in program development and refinement, and cred-
ibility with funders. Partnerships 
also have the potential to expand 
the capacity of programs to coordi-
nate educational and social servic-
es for children living in need, so 
that afterschool programming can 
be as effective as possible (de 
Kanter, Adair, Chung, & Stonehill, 
2003).

For Build IT, the work began 
with key partnerships among the 
two developers, SRI and GIAC, and 
the Girls Inc. national office, which 
would provide professional devel-
opment and scaling support for its 
network of more than 150 affiliates. Each affiliate has de-
veloped further partnerships with local tech organiza-
tions, since the curriculum includes connecting girls with 
women STEM professionals. This strategy of establishing 
ongoing partnerships with the local STEM community 
has the potential to keep the program current with STEM 
changes and to attract new funders. 

Developing Ownership from the Beginning  
Rather Than Shifting
During the initial stages of design and pilot implementa-
tion, curriculum developers and researchers typically 
drive the process. For the Build IT program, the co-design 
process facilitated a partnership that capitalized on the 
skills of both organizations. It also anticipated the end of 
grant funding, so that design decisions were based on 
how to support ongoing implementation within the larger 
afterschool program. The youth development organiza-
tion led implementation from Day One of the project. The 
Build IT team used the implementation of the curriculum 
by girls and facilitators as a source of information for 
making refinements. Professional development began as 

the responsibility of the learning sciences organization, 
with an articulated plan for transferring ownership to the 
youth development organization.

Sustaining Programs through Professional 
Development Infrastructure
Professional development plays a key role in sustaining a 
program. As programs move toward sustainability, re-
sources for professional development and other assis-
tance often dissipate, especially for programs attempting 
to achieve scale as well as sustainability (Coburn, 2003). 
In youth organizations, staff turnover is high. 
Organizations may train staff to implement a program 

one year, only to lose those staff the 
next year. A process for inducting 
new staff to support the program 
and providing for ongoing profes-
sional learning can help maintain 
capacity.

Build IT addressed this issue 
by sharing professional develop-
ment responsibilities with sites 
from the beginning. A program 
manager worked side-by-side with 
learning sciences researchers and 
program developers to design and 
deliver professional development. 
SRI staff led the initial professional 

development for each unit; for the second implementa-
tion, both organizations co-led the professional develop-
ment. By the third implementation, Girls Inc. staff led 
the professional development.

Build IT is successful in part because ongoing pro-
fessional development is part of the infrastructure of 
Girls Inc. at each affiliate and nationwide. Like many 
other youth-serving organizations, affiliates experience 
frequent staff turnover but have a relatively stable core of 
program managers. The national organization provides 
professional development on many of its programs; its 
professional development staff includes Build IT in a 
suite of STEM programs offered to affiliates. Having a 
professional development staff and a training infrastruc-
ture for face-to-face sessions, webinars, and online sup-
port makes Girls Inc. capable of sustaining innovations.

Developing and Aligning Frames That Allow  
a Program to Evolve
A single project that initiates a cycle of program develop-
ment typically presents a single “frame” to a potential 
funder. The term frame (Goffman, 1974; Snow & Benford, 
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1988) refers to a specific definition of a problem, a path 
to its solution, and a rationale that makes the solution 
compelling. 

A proposal frame—the initial rationale for winning 
funding—is rarely enough to sustain a program across 
multiple projects or to convince new groups to fund new 
development or implementation in new settings. A key 
task for sustainability is to develop multiple frames for 
defining problems and to establish congruence among 
them. This activity of aligning frames cannot be simply 
“chasing the money,” but rather must be a genuine bridg-
ing or extension of activity in ways that allow the pro-
gram to adapt, grow, and even transform as it moves to 
new contexts. 

The frame for funding Build IT 
has varied according to the needs 
and resources of the affiliates and 
their communities. For example, 
one affiliate’s search for women 
STEM professionals led to the dis-
covery that the city had an initia-
tive to attract IT businesses. 
Through collaborations with the 
city and a local university, this af-
filiate secured funding for Build IT, 
identified field trip opportunities, 
and established relationships with 
STEM professional role models 
who regularly participate in the 
program. This affiliate’s frame com-
bined the need for funds with the 
need for role models. The level of 
local interest in IT jobs enables this 
affiliate and others to use Build IT 
as a marketing tool to fund not 
only Build IT but other programs as well. 

Build IT started with framing a need to encourage 
girls to pursue computer science and IT careers. At the 
national level, Build IT’s success has made it part of the 
frame on using evaluation data to show how Girls Inc. 
programs affect girls. The national organization uses 
multiple frames of funding, professional development, 
scale, research, and evaluation to achieve its goals, which 
include making sure all affiliates can implement Build IT. 

Conclusion 
Planning for sustainability and scalability from the 
beginning is an important means of ensuring that 
programs continue beyond their initial grant funding. The 
Build IT development team successfully achieved scale by 

engaging youth development and learning sciences experts 
in a co-design process, using professional development to 
continually support the program and transfer ownership to 
practitioners, and working within an established network 
of affiliates. As a result, Build IT is having a positive effect 
on girls and afterschool staff throughout the nation.
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