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Achieving Quality 
 
Increasingly, afterschool programs are using research-based outcome measures as a tool for 
developing high quality programming for children and youth.   It has been the National 
Institute of Out-of-School Time’s (NIOST) experience that the use of these instruments in 
and of themselves is insufficient to maintain quality programming and standards.  In 
addition to collecting measures of participation and youth outcomes, afterschool program 
staff also need to reflect on what these evaluations are telling them about their programs and 
they need to use this information in setting program goals.  For many afterschool programs, 
integral to the success of this type of ongoing program improvement is the support of 
mentors and coaches with the technical expertise to help guide programs through the 
process.  NIOST has set out to assist programs in improving their quality through the APAS 
system. 
 
 

The Afterschool Program  Assessm ent  System  (APAS) Pilot  
 
The Afterschool Program Assessment System (APAS) is a set of research-based evaluation 
tools that combine program quality, youth outcomes and data management.  APAS includes 
scientifically and field tested instruments – the SAYO (Survey of Afterschool Youth 
Outcomes) and APT (Assessing Afterschool Program Practices Tool) – combined with 
nFocus’ KidTrax software to create a comprehensive, integrated, customized evaluation 
program for any afterschool program serving youth in grades kindergarten through middle 
school.   

At a time when many afterschool programs are struggling to meet stakeholders’ expectations 
for youth outcomes, APAS offers programs the tools they need to show how they are 
benefiting young people in a way that is appropriate and realistic.  APAS helps programs 
identify strengths and weaknesses and guide the development of staff and program 
improvement goals.  It provides a framework to measure program climate, staff/peer 
relationships, program practices that support individualized needs and interests, and 
practices that stimulate engagement and skill-building.  However, merely providing 
afterschool programs with measurement tools and a mandate to report on outcomes is not 
sufficient in helping them to build their capacity for evaluation and self-improvement.  
Integral to any system of continuous program improvement is ongoing technical assistance, 
support, and mentoring. 

From October 2006 through July 2008, NIOST piloted the APAS in four communities with 
afterschool programs of various sizes and auspices: 1) Atlanta, Georgia, 2) Middlesex 
County, New Jersey, 3) Boston, Massachusetts, and 4) the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School 
District of North Carolina.  NIOST provided trainings in the three APAS tools (SAYO, 
APT and the data management system) and ongoing technical support and assistance 
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throughout the pilot.  In total, 65 individuals representing 28 afterschool programs and three 
intermediary organizations participated in the APAS pilot trainings. 
 

The APAS Pilot  Coaches 
 
In addition to the training they received in the three APAS tools (SAYO, APT and the data 
management system), each of the pilot communities were assigned a “coach” to support the 
implementation of the APAS.  APAS Coaches included local experts in afterschool, quality 
improvement, and mentoring, and were typically employed by local intermediary or support 
organizations.  APAS Coaches attended the initial trainings with the pilot participants and 
were essential mentors throughout the project year – they provided both ongoing training 
and technical assistance to support APAS implementation as well as a vital link to 
community resources to promote quality programming among pilot participants. Coaches 
helped pilot sites set and achieve APAS goals and deadlines. They were a resource for 
questions and support as well as a “go-between” with nfocus when software or computer 
related questions arose. Coaches also facilitated quarterly meetings with pilot participants in 
their local community and participated in bi-monthly coach conference calls with NIOST 
staff.  The coach conference calls were an important communication link between the pilot 
sites and NIOST. 

 

Evaluat ing the Pilot  
 
At the end of the APAS pilot, all pilot programs were asked to participate in a short 
telephone interview to discuss their experiences working with the APAS system. APAS 
Coaches were also contacted to share their experiences working with the APAS system and 
pilot sites, as well as to offer suggestions for future use and implementation of APAS.  The 
evaluation of the APAS pilot found that: 
 

 90% of pilot  part icipants said that  a coach had helped them  in 

im plem ent ing the APAS.  Participants reported that coaches: answered their 
questions and gave pointers and tips; kept them on task by periodically checking in on 
programs; assisted programs with their SAYO and APT observations; helped programs 
to set up their database and input their data; and explained the data reports and assisted 
in setting goals for program improvement based on these reports.  Because of staff 
turnover during the year, another role of the coach was to train those individuals who 
had only been hired and/or taken over the responsibility for the APAS mid-year.  For 
these people, the coach was instrumental in getting them up to speed on using the 
system. 

 

 94% of the pilot  part icipants felt  that  having a coach is a very 

useful support  in general.  Some reported that it is useful having someone to go 
to when they have questions: ―You can read through the booklet and go to meetings and implement 
on your own, but having someone else there who really knows the system and can give you shortcuts or can 
answer specific questions, that was helpful.‖  Others felt that it is important that someone local 
to the area that is familiar with the program be available to drop in for support: ―It was 
critical – someone that was here in Atlanta, in close proximity, that you felt was invested in your 
program.‖  Others felt that the coach-run peer meetings are an important part in staying 
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motivated and sharing experiences: ―I do think that having the meetings that [the coach] had with 
other people doing the project was definitely helpful because it put into perspective what our program was 
doing versus other programs.‖ 

 

 63% of pilot  part icipants felt  that  part icipat ing in the APAS 

system  had helped them  ident ify areas for quality im provem ent  

and they had m ade changes in program m ing based on what  they 

had learned through their observat ions of  program s and staf f .   
Pilot participants reported that based on their SAYO and APT observations, they made 
programmatic or curriculum changes (28%), and set new program goals (6%).  Some of 
the specific changes programs made based on the findings from their SAYO and APT 
observations included: allocating resources more efficiently, rearranging schedules to 
better accommodate children’s needs, changing programming to better reflect areas 
where children needed more help, and providing better communication with parents. 

 

 44% of pilot  program s reported that  the APT observat ions helped 

them  to ident ify specif ic areas in which staff  needed m ore 

support  or t raining.  
 

 33% of pilot  program s reported that  the APAS m ade them  m ore 

accountable by providing a m ore concrete picture of  what  is 

actually going on in program s. ―[It] was really good to get a sense of who was there on 
a daily basis, being more aware of what you’re teaching children and how you are perceived, greeting and 
acknowledgement—good to hear that information. You feel like you are doing it, but to evaluate it made 
you check yourself.‖  One person said that she liked that she was able to get instant 
feedback from the Kidtrax reports: ―It made us more accountable in a more timely way. It allowed 
us to change quickly when we may have needed change.‖ 
 

The Essent ial Role of  Coaches  

 
The evaluation of the pilot found that APAS was enthusiastically received by participants – 
they clearly see the value of conducting outcome measurements both in documenting how 
their program is benefiting young people as well as identifying areas that could be improved.  
Participants recognized that funders are increasingly requiring that evaluation be an integral 
element in program planning, design, and implementation.  The APAS pilot participants 
reported that it was helpful to have access to an integrated system with research-based tools 
to meet these requirements.  The APAS coaches played an essential role in the success of the 
pilot; one community which lost its coach struggled with APAS significantly more than the 

others.  Based on the success of the pilot, NIOST plans to continue to utilize the 

mentorship and local area expertise of APAS Coaches.     
 
 
For more information about the APAS, please contact: National Institute on Out-of-School 
Time, Wellesley Centers for Women, Wellesley College, 106 Central Street, Wellesley, MA 
02481; phone: 781-283-2547; email: niost@wellesley.edu; web site: http://www.niost.org 
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