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Executive Summary

This is the fourth report of a process evaluation of Palm Beach County Prime Time, Inc., an
intermediary organization dedicated to improving the quality of afterschool programs, by Chapin
Hall at the University of Chicago. It covers the 2007-2008 program year, which was the
inaugural year of Prime Time’s formal Quality Improvement System (QIS) for the county. Sixty-
four providers across the county participated in the first year of the QIS. They represented three

main categories of programs as follows:

*  Thirty-nine afterschool programs funded by the Children’s Services Council (CSC)
required to participate in the QIS as part of their funding, most of which had participated
in the pilot and were familiar with the QIS;

*  Ten middle school programs, both community based and school based, which included a

few that were new to the system and several that participated in the QIS pilot; and

* Sixteen directors of afterschool programs at selected elementary schools that had not

previously participated in the QIS.

In total, 39 (61%) of the programs were new to the process.

Key Findings

Directors who were familiar with the QIS process from participating in the pilot continued to
maintain a positive view of the process. Although directors new to the QIS were still forming
their perspectives, their views were similarly positive about the goals and approach of the QIS
and the quality standards represented by the Palm Beach County Program Quality Assessment
tool. At the same time, we did find variability in their experiences with and views of the QIS
depending, in part, on whether or not providers had previous experience with it. These findings
paralleled those we obtained in the pilot study of the QIS. For example, as might be expected,
directors who had gone through the QIS before were much more matter-of-fact about it and less
worried about the results of their external assessment or how funders and Prime Time would use
the assessment data. Their perspectives differed as well when asked how the process had
benefited or would benefit their programs. In many cases, directors new to the process had not yet
completed the full QIS at the time they were interviewed; thus, their views of its potential were
limited. Directors who had participated in the pilot had a broader perspective on how the QIS
could lead to real change in interactions between youth and adults and other aspects of program

quality.
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In terms of the assessment process, more often than not, new directors were initially
uncomfortable with the collection of the baseline assessments. They commented that the
assessments did not show their programs in the best light for various reasons, for example, the
fact that their experienced staff were not “on shift” at the time of assessment. Some directors also
noted that they received their scores before meeting with a Prime Time quality advisor to review
the scores and wished that the scoring had been explained to them in person when they received
the scores. Yet, new directors also had favorable opinions about their assessors and their ability to

relate to their staff.

One of Prime Time’s main supports for implementing the QIS is a staff of on-site technical
assistance providers made up of three full-time quality advisors and five part-time peer coaches.
Quality advisors continued to provide general assistance and training related to the quality
improvement process, as well as help and guidance on the creation of goals for program
improvement and on the implementation of plans to meet these goals. Quality advisors also
continued to serve important roles as liaisons between programs, Prime Time, CSC, agency
directors, school principals, and others as appropriate. In their interviews, directors characterized
their advisors as trusted, reliable, and flexible. A subsample of 11 program directors, interviewed
on two to three occasions between 2006 and 2008, indicated that relationships between program
directors and their quality advisors were not only consistently good, but that the program
directors who formed particularly close relationships with their quality advisors also participated

in many of the other services and activities Prime Time offers.

This was Prime Time’s second year implementing the peer coaching process, whereby coaches
work with selected programs with established goals that require an intensity of support beyond
the scope of the quality advisor. Peer coaches stressed the absolute necessity of paying close
attention at the beginning of the coaching partnership to establish rapport between coach and
director. They also noted the importance of “meeting programs where they are” in order to best
assist them in making progress toward goals. As Prime Time currently conceptualizes peer
coaching, however, the peer coaches’ work with program staff focuses specifically on the goals as
outlined in the program’s improvement plan. Coaches are also contracted to work with a program
for only 3 months. During the past year, it has become evident that flexibility must be built into
the time allotted to the peer coaching process. Goals and circumstances might change, needs
unidentified at the beginning of the coaching relationship might surface, staff might turn over in
the middle of a coaching arrangement, or it might take longer with some directors to establish the

rapport necessary to address the goals.

Specifically, staff turnover and problematic staff often interfered with progress through the
coaching partnership. Regardless of sow a coach was assigned to work with a program director, if
the director and coach were trying to accommodate frequently changing staff members, the
absence of staff members, or incompetent or problematic staff members, the process of
establishing rapport between director and coach while attempting to make progress toward goals

could stall. Many peer coaches talked about possible solutions to the challenges and issues that
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they and program directors experienced. One coach recommended bringing all executive or
agency directors together to talk about their roles in supporting their staff as part of the QIS
process. Several peer coaches suggested improving communication among all involved in the
peer coaching process, including the peer coach, agency director, program director, Prime Time

staff, and program staff.

In terms of other supports for the quality improvement process, we observed an increase in the
percentage of programs involved in the new QIS that participated in training, requested
scholarships, used curricular enhancements, and attended networking events. Nearly all directors,
whether they were new to the QIS or had participated in the pilot, were grateful for the variety of
supports that Prime Time offers. At the same time, directors who had participated in the pilot had
a deeper understanding about how these specific resources support the implementation of the
program improvement process. As one director noted, full participation in the QIS means making
use of these resources (i.e., attending networking events, participating in training and
enhancements, working with the quality advisor), and using them in conjunction with the QIS

yields more improvements in program quality than just participating in the QIS alone.

Challenges to Quality Improvement

In our previous reports, we identified several challenges facing Prime Time and other
intermediary organizations engaged in system building in the afterschool field. Despite the
complexity of providing high-quality, effective supports for youth and their families, there is
growing evidence that afterschool programs do work and are effective when key factors are
addressed—access, sustained participation, program quality, and strong partnerships (Little,
Wimer, & Weiss, 2008). Although the challenges Prime Time faces will likely exist for the long
term, as we discuss below, we believe the organization has begun to meet these challenges with

great success in Palm Beach County.

Responding to Diverse Needs

During the 2007-2008 program year, Prime Time continued its efforts to meet the needs of a
diverse provider community by expanding the number of locations for trainings; making these
trainings more widely available; increasing resources for individual, on-site technical assistance
by quality advisors and peer coaches; and developing trainings both directed at identified needs in
program improvement plans and at needs as identified by the field of afterschool. As more
providers come into the system, Prime Time will want to continue to be mindful of the differing
needs of the programs they serve and the agency policies that affect programs. For instance,
recommendations made by Prime Time’s quality advisors and peer coaches to site directors of

school district afterschool programs must be consistent with what the school district mandates.
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Communicating and Strengthening Relationships

With Prime Time’s growth and the expansion of the number and variety of programs it touches,
communication has become both more challenging and more important. Through the quality
advising system, the peer coaching services, the comprehensiveness of Prime Time’s website, and
the networking meetings, Prime Time continued to ensure that people remained connected and
informed. Although building relationships, communicating, and collaborating with diverse
constituencies are difficult, Prime Time’s efforts seem to have again been largely successful this
year. All interviewees reported feeling fully informed regarding Prime Time’s activities in the

county through frequent emails, an easy-to-navigate website, and networking events.

As new programs are brought into the QIS and they learn about other services provided by Prime
Time, these communication structures will become increasingly important to fully inform
providers about the QIS process and about how to access professional development and curricular
resources. One recommendation that emerged from interviews with program directors new to the
QIS this year was that Prime Time facilitate regular meetings with the different types of
participating providers so that Prime Time staff can communicate information directly, and, for

example, providers can benefit from each other’s questions.

Clarifying the Role of Assessment, Standards, and the QIS

Three years ago, at the start of the QIS pilot, a number of providers were uneasy about the
distinction between support and assessment in the QIS and uncertain about how their final ratings
would be interpreted and used by CSC and other funders. Over time, providers have indicated a
much greater understanding of and trust in the the quality standards and the improvement process.
They also seem to sense they are a part of a community of programs working toward the same
goals. However, as previously noted, clarifying the role of assessment, standards, and the QIS is
likely to be an ongoing task as new programs are brought into the QIS. Across the field, questions
remain about what quality looks like, the process of change, how best to measure change, and
how to hold providers accountable for change. Thus, it will be important to continue to track

changes in perceptions of the assessment process as the QIS evolves.

Training and Retaining Staff

Developing staff qualifications and retaining qualified staff are ongoing challenges in the
afterschool field, and the effects of these challenges on Prime Time’s work continue to be similar
to those in other system-building initiatives. The lack of financial incentives for training (e.g.,
increased compensation and/or job responsibilities), staff shortages, and family or school
responsibilities can make it difficult for both directors and frontline staff to make time for
training. Although some directors believe that Prime Time’s supports have reduced these
problems, a majority are convinced that Prime Time is not able to help with this very important

problem—or, that what Prime Time can do is limited.
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Overall, most of the program directors interviewed during the past year indicated that their staff
members do not plan to pursue careers in the field of afterschool. The primary reasons appear to
be the low pay and the fact that most positions are only part time or, in some cases, short term.
Several program directors mentioned that while they thought Prime Time’s trainings were great
for staff, they did not think trainings contributed to the retention of employees. Thus, since
program directors are aware that staff turnover is costly, in terms of time and money, lost
relationships with youth, lack of continuity, and a resulting higher staff-to-youth ratio, for
example, they are paying increasing attention to hiring the “right” staff. In addition, program
directors continue to struggle with how to make time for and encourage participation in staff
training. All directors expressed interest in improving their quality and appreciated Prime Time’s
training offerings but also said it remains difficult to find time in their schedules for training,
especially for part-time staff who attend school or work other jobs in the mornings when many
trainings are held. School district program site directors and middle school program directors
mentioned that several of their staff members are regular teachers during the school day and thus
cannot usually attend morning trainings. Although Prime Time expanded the number of locations
for trainings, increased the frequency of popular trainings, and worked individually with
programs to meet their needs in scheduling training, afterschool program staffing patterns

continue to pose barriers to training.

On the other hand, although not a majority of those interviewed, several program directors have
been able to hire and retain competent staff; attend trainings and networking meetings and send
their staff to these meetings; benefit from the scholarships Prime Time offers to attend
conferences, workshops, and classes; and take advantage of some of the other supports Prime
Time offers. They attributed this largely to luck, staff commitment to kids, being happy with their
jobs, and in some cases, “great management skills and a great team,” but also, in some cases, to

Prime Time.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Prime Time’s efforts to develop a comprehensive quality improvement system for Palm Beach
County, which includes standards and assessment, a range of professional development strategies,
curricular resources, and networking opportunities, have yielded a number of important lessons
about the process of program improvement. Quality improvement is a long-term process. It takes
time to collect the baseline data needed to develop a program improvement plan. It takes time to
form useful relationships with on-site technical advisors and to obtain other resources needed to
implement the plan. Agency culture and expectations can also affect support the pace of change
and support for it. To find time to reflect on their work and implement new practices requires
initiative, time, and energy on the part of staff who may feel overwhelmed just managing the
daily operations of a program. Fully implementing program improvements—especially in the
important areas of youth engagement and relationships between staff and youth—is a long-term

process.
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Barriers to professional development such as staff turnover, lack of time, and financial and policy
constraints—for example, lack of requirements for professional staff and lack of compensation
for continuing education—are widespread among most out-of-school system-building initiatives
(e.g., Halpern, 2005; Halpern, Spielberger, & Robb, 2001). However, over time, Prime Time is
strengthening the resources for responding to these barriers. Continuing to track participation in
trainings in relation to staff turnover to learn more about the barriers and facilitators to staff
development among Palm Beach County providers will help to build a flexible professional
development system. Toward this end, we encourage Prime Time to continue to improve its
management information system in order to gather information about providers in the county, the
level of their participation in the range of supports for out-of-school time programs, and quality

measures over time.

We reiterate the need for flexibility in the system. As Prime Time and other stakeholders in the
system recognize, improvement starts wherever programs are and will proceed at different rates
depending on baseline quality and areas of need. Programs with different capacities will progress
at different rates through the QIS and need different levels of support. Programs with some
stability in terms of physical space, funding, and personnel are better equipped to make use of and

learn from the QIS and other resources.

In conclusion, to build on the success of the first year of the QIS, we offer the following

recommendations:

* Ensure sufficient communication about the QIS process, especially at the beginning, for

new participants.

* Reconsider the current procedures by which program directors new to the process receive

their scores reports.

* Periodically facilitate meetings with senior-level staff of programs participating in the
QIS (e.g., area directors, executive directors, agency directors, and school principals) so
that they understand the expectations of the QIS and ways to support their staff’s
participation in the QIS.

* Improve communication among all participants involved in the peer coaching process,
including the peer coach, agency director, program director, quality advisor and other
Prime Time staff, and program staff. A formal introductory meeting should be held prior
to the beginning of coaching with the agency director, the peer coach, relevant program
staff, and one or two Prime Time staff to inform everyone about the goals and tasks of the

coaching process.

* Asnew programs come into the QIS and increase quality advisors’ and peer coaches’
caseloads, pay close attention to the quality advising and peer coaching processes to
make sure there is sufficient staff to support the quality improvement process. One way

to monitor these processes is to continue to commit to ongoing meetings at least monthly
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to share experiences and discuss issues that coaches and advisors experience in the field.
Because the peer coaching process, in particular, is still fairly new, regular meetings will
continue to be critical for information sharing and updating as well as for training

coaches.
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