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Please see QUALITY on page 7

Ongoing quality improvement benefits programs, staff members and youth

     Numerous states across the U.S. are in the 
process of developing or have established a quality 
rating and improvement system (QRIS) for early-
childhood, school-age and after-school programs 
to help them address the important issue of quality. 
Each state has its own ladder or rating scale that 
programs use as they improve their practices. 
     Some states provide financial incentives to 
programs as they move to a higher rating level. 
Programs are required to make improvements 
across broad areas such as programming and 
learning, staffing and professional development, 
administration, environment and family involvement. 
     At the core of this work is the expectation that 
after-school programs will engage in a process of  
continuous program improvement. This idea of  
improving the process is neither new or unique to 
after-school programs. 

From Kaizen to ASQ
     The idea of continuous quality improvement 
(CQI) or Kaizen was introduced to America by Japa-
nese carmakers in the 1970s. Japanese companies, 
such as Honda, successfully demonstrated that 
a team approach to quality was a good business 
model that resulted in well-designed and well-built 
cars that were more affordable than American-made 
cars and performed better. The Japanese business 
model was centered on the idea of consensus: That 
a team worked together to develop new products or 
tackle problems, create solutions and make improve-
ments. This, in turn, created team loyalty and a 
shared understanding of goals.
     The National Institute on Out-of-School Time 
(NIOST) recognized that the CQI approach was an 
excellent framework to adopt and adapt for the 
after-school field. In the mid-1990s, NIOST created 
a set of after-school standards or quality goals for 
after-school programs. These standards were given 
to the National Afterschool Association (NSACA at 
the time) and were adopted as the benchmark for 
programs seeking national accreditation. 
     For after-school programs, the question arose:

How to reach those standards? •	
What changes can programs make or put in •	
place to improve their practices and to stay on 
the path to long-term success? 

     The answers became ASQ: After-school School-
Age Care Quality, modeled on the idea of continuous 
quality improvement. 
     ASQ has five steps:

Preparing the program community for 1. 
improvement 
Preparing the ASQ team 2. 
Gathering information 3. 
Creating the action plan and 4. 
Taking action 5. 

     Like Kaizen, the process unfolds over time; the 
work is ongoing with opportunities for continued 
progress. The key is to start with small changes and 
build over time. Each success builds upon the next. 

Community plays a role
     Programs begin by recognizing their strengths 
and knowing that their improvements are built on 
a strong foundation. For example, the first step is 
gathering the community to get everyone’s input. 
This creates energy and buy-in not only from staff  
members, administrators and lead teachers but also 
parents, the host site and youth participants. It is 
important that the core ASQ team contain members 
from each stakeholder group and that the target 
information gathered will be broad and inclusive.
     The process of collecting and analyzing informa-
tion has evolved since ASQ was introduced in the 
1990s. Those actively engaged in QRIS today will 
most likely be using an observation tool (typically 
research-based and extensively tested) in addition 
to questionnaires and/or surveys. Each state sets its 
own list of approved or recommended tools (most 
states offer or require several). 
     Unfortunately there is no silver bullet in one 
tool. One tool cannot do it all because information 
from surveys, questionnaires and documentation 
of administrative policies and procedures needs to 
be supported with data that comes from in-person 
observations. 
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     It is the in-person observations, or a snapshot, 
that provide concrete examples of what actually 
takes place day to day, versus what a program 
thinks takes place. 
     The observation tool captures this viewpoint that 
is coded and entered into a database. The resulting 
data provides a rich fount of useful information that 
enables program officials to see strengths and also 
see where important changes need to be made. 

ASQ tools offer benefits
     A benefit of adopting the tools is the knowl-
edge they impart on the best practice or ideals. For 
example, if  the ASQ team identifies that it wants to 
work on improving family connections, a program 
with strong family engagement would be regularly 
communicating with families, inviting families in to 
see the program and connecting with families on 
individual needs of youth. 
     Simple practices can be adopted by programs, 
such as establishing clear expectations with staff  
members to welcome parents at arrival and pickup 
time. For program directors or site coordinators who 
think this occurs, it is important to observe arrival 
and pickup time, to ensure it does happen.
     Parents will be responsive to a more welcoming 
environment and employees will have a stake in 
knowing their actions and attitudes matter. Many 
improvements can occur when clarity to staff  
members is provided and expectations are clear. 
    The tools indicate the practices that should be 
in place and this information can be used for staff  
training and development.

The first step in establishing ASQ at an after-school program is to get input from all members of  the com-
munity who will be involved in the process. 

To learn more about NIOST and what it does 
for the after-school field, go to 
www.niost.org/Our-Work/our-work.
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     This one example of building family ties shows 
that tools are a key piece of gathering information 
and helping guide improvements. In addition, the 
tools help all the stakeholders or team members 
agree on goals of the program and develop a 
shared focus or vision for where they want the 
program to go. The tools help identify areas of  
improvement but the real benefit is the engagement 
of the team working together. This energy carries 
over to the program.
     Research shows that programs with strong staff  
member and youth participation show the best 
outcomes or benefits to youth. This is the reason 
for ASQ, to create a community around improving 
quality. Whether a program is working on QRIS or is 
simply interested in improving its own practices, the 
team approach is a proven method and one worth 
investigating. 

Process in practice
     Since 2000, Cambridge, Mass., has engaged in 
an after-school improvement process. As evalu-
ator of the process, NIOST has helped design 
Cambridge’s continuous improvement program 
called I-SAS (Integrated Self-Assessment Support). 
I-SAS has four components: 

A self-study 20-item survey developed by 1. 
Cambridge’s Agenda for Children focusing 
on organizational development — strategy, 
mission, trust, teamwork, etc. 
Program observation using the NIOST APT 2. 
tool. The data gathering of the first two 
components is followed by group reflection 
time and action planning. 
A coach for each site to support the site 3. 
leader and help facilitate the I-SAS process.
Communities of Practice or regular meetings 4. 
for all staff  members to gather with others 
holding similar titles or positions to compare, 
brainstorm and plan ways to improve 
practices. 

     Meeting participants contribute to the creation 
of the meeting agendas and all meetings are facili-
tated to ensure productive and broad participation 

Incorporate program evaluation at start of  planning

     While the term evaluation would seem to 
indicate an end-of-project process, NIOST 
recommends that program directors incorpo-
rate evaluating their 
program as they plan 
their curriculum.
     In Links to Learning: 
A Curriculum Planning 
Guide for After-School 
Programs, the authors 
write that evaluation is 
necessary for directors 
to identify a program’s 
strengths and weaknesses. However, the authors 
write, “rather than thinking about evaluation 
after you have completed a program, you should 
think about how to evaluate your program’s 
impact from the beginning.” 
     The authors identify four reasons that evalu-
ation benefits a program:

To give staff  members and participants a •	
sense of  purpose, intention and direction 
to all planning and activities.

To collect information that determines •	
progress, identifies problems and helps in 
reaching goals.
To establish credibility and accountability •	
with funders, participants and staff  mem-
bers by collecting data to balance against 
anecdotes or impressions.
To provide opportunities for recognition •	
and support when success is documented.

     Also critical to the evaluation process is 
deciding whether you are evaluating process or 
outcome. Process evaluation deals with how a 
program is being implemented, while outcome 
evaluation measures the results of  a program.
     In addition to information on curriculum and 
evaluation, Links to Learning also provides an 
array of  tools that after-school professionals 
need for planning a well-balanced program: an 
overview of  learning and child development and 
directions on how to link activities to sample 
learning and quality standards.
     Links to Learning is available for $34.95 
from School-Age NOTES. To order your copy, 
send an e-mail to erika@schoolagenotes.com.

by all members. Programs sign up for three years 
of I-SAS involvement. By the end of the third year, 
programs are actively engaged in the continuous 
improvement process as the way of doing business. 
     Evaluation of this comprehensive program 
showed that the coaching component is a key 
element providing impact. Other contributors that 
every after-school program can afford and adopt 
include engaging in observation, reflective practice, 
action-planning and working on one area at a time.
     Increasingly, funders are holding programs 
accountable to demonstrate that youth attending 
after-school programs are developing interpersonal 
skills, improving homework completion or other 
outcomes. The continuous improvement process 

lends itself  to identifying targeted improvements, 
building consensus about what is “doable” and initi-
ating activities to target these desired outcomes. 
     With concerted teamwork, it is possible and prac-
tical to realize that after-school programs can and 
should benefit the participating youth and be a place 
that aspires to quality not just for the youth who 
attend but also for the staff  and families served. 

     Kathy Schleyer is a training manager at the 
National Institute on Out-of-School Time at Wellesley 
College for Women. 
     She can be reached at kschleye@wellesley.edu.

Use summer months to plan for upcoming school year, coordinate with principal

     It may only be summer, but as every direc-
tor knows, planning is the key to a successful 
program. While staff  members are deep in summer 
activities, this is the time that program directors 
must be thinking ahead to the fall.
     Paul Young, author of  Principal Matters — 101 
Tips for Creating Collaborative Relationships Be-
tween After-School Programs and School Leaders, 
suggests directors include the following on their  
to-do lists: 

Coordinate plans for the year with principals •	
and school officials, affirm regular communi-
cation plans and schedule meetings.
Complete safety and health inspections and •	
crisis management planning.
Develop schedules (students, staff  mem-•	
bers, volunteers, etc.).
Complete new registrations for students.•	
Conduct parent orientations and interviews, •	
review guidelines and expectations.
Distribute and collect release of  information •	
documentation (HIPAA).

Establish and confirm •	
child-care contracts 
with offices of  human 
services. 
Recruit and train •	
volunteers.
Train staff  members.•	

     Principal Matters  is 
available for $19.95 from 
School-Age NOTES. To order your copy, send an 
e-mail to erika@schoolagenotes.com.
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