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Abstract

Criteria for Selection, Training, and Evaluation of 

21st Century Community Learning Centers

Browning, P.  (2002, Spring).  Criteria for selection, training, and evaluation of 21st century community learning centers.  School-Age Review, 5, 12-15.

Implications for Cooperative Extension.  With the incorporation of the Leave No Child Behind Act, federally funded child care programs will stress academics.  Extension educators can rely on current and respected research sources to support the academic enrichment found in 4-H activities.  Knowing and following research guidelines for quality out of school time programs will position Cooperative Extension Service to responsibly lead local initiatives.

There is a very strong emphasis on academic outcomes in the 21st Century Community Learning Centers legislation.  Local professionals must make sure that the State Department of Education leadership recognizes that academic enrichment can be found in a wide range of activities, such as 4-H.  These activities are essential for quality after- school programs and can generate academic achievement and developmental success as well as adding balance to a child’s life.  After-school programs can provide alternative paths to learning and enjoyment for children and youth, especially those who do not respond well to traditional drill, homework, and testing.  Enrichment experiences can benefit all students: the gifted and talented, average and overlooked students, and the under achievers.

The 21st Century Community Learning Centers law places emphasis on using scientifically based research to support the choices of programs or activities.  Advocates may find it useful to use empirical research, such as that conducted by the RAND organization and the report on after-school programs issued by the National Association of Elementary School Principals to lend support for recommending a broad selection of activities and opportunities after school.

Evaluating after-school care is a RAND research brief that provides criteria for selecting and evaluating 21st Century Community Learning Center grantees.  The research brief suggests a holistic approach to after-school programming and lends support for The NSACA Standards for Quality School-Age Care.  Scientific studies and expert judgment support all of the program features listed in Table 1 Model After-School Practices Proposed by RAND.  There is especially strong empirical support for three characteristics:  flexible programming, favorable emotional climate, and sufficient variety of activities.  A strong case can be made for including RAND Model practices as quality criteria for state applications, RFP’s, training, and evaluation of 21st Century programs.

After-School Programs and the K-8 Principal incorporates many of the NSACA Standards into its recommendations.  Additional elements of quality included in the report are:

· A developmental approach that integrates supports for emotional, social, physical, and cognitive aspects, not grades and test score improvement only.

· Opportunities to practice social skills.

· Participation in art, music, dance, literature, and drama.

· Physical fitness.

Advocates and practitioners need continue to stress the well tested, long established quality indicators:  low child-to-staff ratio, small group size, educated staff, specific training in after-school care, adequate compensation, and family and community involvement.  These are stressed in the NSACA Standards.
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As the graphs below illustrate, NSACA Accredited programs are overseen by a variety of agencies and are located across the US and on many military bases abroad.  The pool of volunteer Endorsers is balanced regionally, however, as 


programs dedicated to continuous improvement and program quality increase, so will the need for additional NSACA Endorsers.  We have 307 currently accredited programs and 482 active Endorsers!

TABLE 1

Model After-School Practices Proposed by RAND

Staff Management Practices

· Hiring and retaining educated staff

· Providing attractive compensation

· Training staff 

Program Management Practices

· Ensuring that programming is flexible

· Establishing and maintaining a favorable emotional climate

· Providing a sufficient variety of activities

· Maintaining a low child-to-staff ratio

· Providing age-appropriate activities and materials

· Providing adequate space

· Establishing clear goals and evaluating programs accordingly

· Having a mix of younger and older children

· Keeping total enrollment low

· Maintaining continuity and complementarily with regular day school

· Paying adequate attention to safety and health

· Providing enough quality materials 

Communications with Other Organizations

· Involving families

· Using community-based organizations and facilities

· Using volunteers

The RAND research brief can be found at www.rand.org/publications/rb/rb2505/
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