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!e Institute for Youth, Education and Families (YEF Institute) is a special entity within the National League of Cities 
(NLC).
NLC is the oldest and largest national organization representing municipal government throughout the United States. Its 
mission is to strengthen and promote cities as centers of opportunity, leadership and governance.
!e YEF Institute helps municipal leaders take action on behalf of the children, youth and families in their communities. 
NLC launched the YEF Institute in January 2000 in recognition of the unique and in"uential roles that mayors, city 
councilmembers and other local leaders play in strengthening families and improving outcomes for children and youth.
!rough the YEF Institute, municipal o#cials and other community leaders have direct access to a broad array of strategies 
and tools, including:

About Harvard Family Research Project 

programming and family and community support in education. 

attention on complementary learning. Complementary learning is the idea that a systemic approach, which integrates 
school and nonschool supports, can better ensure that all children have the skills they need to succeed. 
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Executive Summary
Cities around the country are building systems that seek to make the most of public and private resources to provide 

support many city priorities — from reducing crime to creating a more skilled workforce. However, even with grow

cially the neediest, are missing out on these opportunities, with an estimated 15.1 million children returning to an 
empty house at the end of the school day.1

are reaching youth in disadvantaged neighborhoods, while surveys, focus groups and attendance information can 

advantageous in generating widespread support among residents for needed services. Communicating the impact 

standards. Finally, mechanisms for shared accountability that rely on data help sustain the partnerships among cit

young people throughout the community.

!is guide provides municipal leaders and their key partners with strategies for collecting and using information to 

munities to get and use information across a citywide system:

1. Collect attendance and participation information to support access, enrollment and quality improvements;
2. Conduct market research to assess family, youth and community needs;

4. Develop, adapt and implement a citywide program quality assessment tool;

!e guide presents examples of how mayors, councilmembers and other municipal leaders across the country have 

light the powerful role city leaders can play in supporting data collection at the program and city levels. !eir work 

1   Afterschool Alliance (2009). America After 3PM. Washington, DC: The Afterschool Alliance.
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tion, if used well, can help municipal leaders be strong advocates and champions for sustained public investment in 

STRATEGY 1: COLLECT ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION INFORMATION TO 
SUPPORT ACCESS, ENROLLMENT AND QUALITY IMPROVEMENTS.

leaders and their partners to: 

When participation information is fed into a citywide tracking system, it can help identify service delivery gaps in 

dance, municipal leaders can require all programs operating in their city to collect the same basic attendance infor
mation and provide that information to a citywide tracking system.

Cities are increasingly using management information systems (MIS) to collect participant information as a cen
 

How Should Programs Measure Attendance?
Most researchers agree that programs should collect the following information regarding attendance: site 
name; total number of students enrolled; total head count per day, week and year; student names; student ID 

programs report attendance data:

          2. Number of days each child attends
          3. Number and types of activities that each child attends

is the least useful measure for programs that want to use their attendance data for program planning and 
improvement.

A!erschool Counts! A Guide to Issues and Strategies for 
Monitoring Attendance in A!erschool and Other Youth Programs. New York, NY: !e Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. Retrieved 



2

NLC INSTITUTE FOR YOUTH, EDUCATION, AND FAMILIES STRATEGY GUIDE 

INSTITUTE 
FOR YOUTH, 
EDUCATION & FAMILIES

(e.g., schools, libraries and social service agencies) that use MIS to collect youth data — including attendance, grades, 

participant information. While building and strengthening these partnerships for sharing data can be a complex 

city as well as places where providers are potentially competing for participants. Other cities use their MIS for program 
improvements, monitoring attendance patterns as crude measures of program quality to help identify strong programs 
and programs in need of improvement. When local leaders collect attendance data, they o$en set thresholds of partici
pation for accountability purposes so that attendance rates are not skewed by a high number of low participators. For 
instance, programs may be asked to report data only on young people who participate in programs two or more days per 
week. Monthly reports enable system leaders to examine attendance patterns, investigate why some programs are better 

training structure for end users on how to enter and use participant data. It is also critical to keep legal issues and 
privacy considerations in mind when sharing data across organizations. For instance, working in collaboration with 

with outside entities. When discussing data sharing between systems, municipal leaders, school district o#cials and 
other community leaders can work together to ensure compliance with legal requirements that protect the privacy 
needs of young people while also collecting the data that will help improve the programs serving these children.

Louisville, Kentucky

tions and schools to share and access aggregate and individual data on the youth they serve. Students participating 

 

on student achievement; it also helps educators and youth service providers work together to intervene on behalf of 
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Boston, Massachusetts

members with access to data, including academics (grades, test scores, school attendance, etc.), demographics, risk 

priority referrals to services across the city. 

that matter the most for children and youth. !e Results Framework and the data it yields could potentially be used 

STRATEGY 2: CONDUCT MARKET RESEARCH TO ASSESS FAMILY, YOUTH AND 
COMMUNITY NEEDS.

kinds of programs are likely to be most successful in meeting youth and family needs; what barriers might prevent 

ity; and what programs already exist in the city.

by helping cities:

   leaders;



4

NLC INSTITUTE FOR YOUTH, EDUCATION, AND FAMILIES STRATEGY GUIDE 

INSTITUTE 
FOR YOUTH, 
EDUCATION & FAMILIES

2 Pokela, Julianne et al. (2007). Getting Started with Market Research for Out-of-School Time Planning: A Resource Guide for Communities. New York, NY: Market Street Research. Retrieved from http://www.
wallacefoundation.org/KnowledgeCenter/KnowledgeTopics/CurrentAreasofFocus/Out-Of-SchoolLearning/Pages/getting-started-market-research.aspx.

can also help focus community partners and provide them with the data necessary to make more informed decisions 

prior to making decisions; during the planning process to determine a particular age group on which to focus or to 
2

choose to contract with an evaluator using city funds, market research can also be conducted internally with existing 

community. !e decision on whether to contract with an external entity is o$en driven by the needs and resources 
of a particular community. !ere are a number of factors to consider when making this decision: Does the city have 
the funding to hire outside help? Does the city have the knowledge to collect, analyze and use the data collected 

information?

Shoreline, Washington

mediary organization, to complete a Supply and Demand study, which helped the community gain a better under
standing of what young people in Shoreline need during the a$erschool hours. 

partners funded the study at a cost of more than $200,000. 

By listening to families, Shoreline o#cials learned that even though a$erschool and youth development programs 

needed help with transportation and were concerned about quality, hours of operation and cost. !e study also found 

Based on the information collected for the Supply and Demand study, Shoreline leaders are taking steps to align com

egy is described more fully in the following section) to look more closely at the location of programs and schools 
within the city. !e city is using this information to increase access and participation. For more information, visit  
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Nashville, Tennessee

support. Community partners leveraged more than $100,000 through federal and grant funding. Chaired by Mayor 

implementation of the zone model, the city conducted surveys and focus groups with middle school students, along 
with parent and neighborhood groups, to gain their perspectives about what young people and their families desired 

experience, developed the focus group questions. Members of this work group also donated their time to lead the 

!is process enabled Nashville youth and their families to play an active role in suggesting names for the zone model 
at their school and determining how to attract young people to participate in programs. Students reported that they 

ing, computer training and outdoor activities. During one focus group, the young people expressed concerns about 

!e focus groups gave students ownership of the programs in which they and their peers would participate. By 

nity needs, concerns and desires. !e city plans to launch six or seven zones to cover the geographically diverse 
county, with the second zone launched in January 2011 with $600,000 appropriated by the Metro Council and 

 

STRATEGY 3: USE GEOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SYSTEM TECHNOLOGY TO IDEN-
TIFY SERVICE GAPS AND IMPROVE ACCESS.
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neighborhood need.

Boise, Idaho

on these data, council recommendations led the city to reallocate funds and create a mobile recreation van that now 

School District to construct and operate community centers attached to three new elementary schools. For more 

New Orleans, Louisiana

demonstrate, in real time, where resources are lacking and needed. For example, in several neighborhoods, Map
ping New Orleans revealed that few or no recreational opportunities exist for young people. Municipal o#cials, 

community building.

Mapping New Orleans also allows youth to give meaningful feedback about the resources in their community 
in an informed and monitored way. Young people are selected, trained and paid to gather the data used to cre

vehere.info provide an overall picture of the youth and family resources available in New Orleans and help local 
o#cials improve the distribution of resources in a way that will properly serve all neighborhoods. Youth and local 
leaders worked together to map the entire city of New Orleans by the end of 2010. For more information, visit  

Baltimore, Maryland



7

COLLECTING AND USING INFORMATION TO STRENGTHEN CITYWIDE OUT-OF-SCHOOL TIME SYSTEMS

By pooling resources from multiple public and private sources, FLBC has the capacity to provide funding and over

ing and career outcomes. !e city and school district are also working together to improve data sharing so they can 

STRATEGY 4: DEVELOP, ADAPT AND IMPLEMENT A CITYWIDE PROGRAM  
QUALITY ASSESSMENT TOOL.

step in gauging program quality. !ese data can reveal whether children and youth take part in various programs on 
a consistent or sporadic basis.

Cities across the country are also using data to establish quality standards and to develop quality assessment 

nisms for funders.

Several national organizations, statewide a$erschool networks and cities have developed quality standards and 

based on information gathered from providers, parents and youth. Drawing on existing program quality resources 
can save communities time and expense. 

and requirements will restrict their ability to implement programs. By approaching providers at the beginning of 

support for quality initiatives as they move forward. 

Municipal o#cials can take a number of steps to support citywide program quality through better collection of data:

track and monitor basic attendance and program data through an MIS 
will enable cities to identify participation patterns as a proxy for quality. 
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focus groups, surveys or interviews), to identify key components of program quality for their community, and 

develop or adapt a program quality assessment tool that best measures 

target program quality improvement and professional 
development.

Successful implementation of these steps, however, requires that programs and municipal leaders have the capacity 

generate. Some additional training and capacity building, supported by the city, may be needed so that municipal and 

Tampa, Florida

 

Guiding Questions for Selecting or Developing a Citywide Quality Assessment Tool

 When stakeholders meet to discuss the adoption and implementation of a citywide program quality assessment 
tool, they should ask themselves the following questions:

          Why do we want to develop a quality assessment tool?

          

          What aspects of quality are we most concerned about?

          

          What tool format will work best for the programs in our city?

          Who will use the program quality assessment tool?

          What are the costs of developing and implementing the tool?
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Communication and interaction 

Health, safety and nutrition 

Family and community involvement

Providence, Rhode Island

as an initial step in their quality improvement strategy. Using quality a$erschool standards developed by other cit

dence. !is work led to the development of the Rhode Island quality standards for a$erschool programs, which con

professional development; and administration.

addresses the unique needs and priorities of Rhode Island a$erschool providers. In 2007, a variety of a$erschool 

STRATEGY 5: CONDUCT AND SUPPORT PROGRAM AND CITY-LEVEL EVALUATION 
EFFORTS, INCLUDING CROSS-SYSTEM DATA COLLECTION.

Credible evaluation information is an essential component of a citywide strategy for strengthening and sustaining 
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guide decisions. Municipal leaders can require and support the collection and use of evaluation data at two levels: 

program level

reasons:

To make management decisions
sions about what is and is not working, where improvement is needed and how to allocate scarce resources.

To demonstrate accountability – Evaluation data demonstrate to current funders that their investment is 
yielding the intended results. Evaluation results can also be used in marketing materials such as brochures or 
published reports that help to promote a program to potential participants, the media, potential funders and 
other community members.

To build a case for sustainability – Evaluation results can show the impact a program has had on an indi
vidual, family, school or neighborhood, and thereby strengthen the case for future funding.

that guides a team as it sets program goals and designs program elements that can result in positive participant out
comes. 3 Developing a theory of change is also useful for evaluation planning, continuous learning and improvement 

program will be grounded in the ideas, beliefs and principles of the community.

While municipal leaders most likely will not conduct or manage local program evaluations, they can establish city
wide expectations for how information should be collected. For example, municipal leaders can set the stage for pro

ers throughout the city. Municipal leaders can foster this attitude in a number of ways, including: clearly stating that 
they expect all programs to collect basic data on participants and programs; using the data collected for continuous 
learning and accountability purposes; and ensuring that su#cient resources for evaluations are built into program 

 city level

and community partners to share participation and outcomes data, including academic and attendance records, is a 
key role that municipal leaders can play.

the potential for learning from existing information and deciding what new information must be generated. !ere

3 Charles Stewart Mott Foundation Committee on After-School Research and Practice (2005). Moving Towards Success: Framework for After-School Programs. Washington, DC: Collaborative Communications 
Group. Retrieved from http://www.pasesetter.org/reframe/documents/mott_movingtowardsuccess.pdf.
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what information is already available. !is information is o$en easily accessible and might include: U.S. Census data 
on children and families; research studies conducted by local businesses or organizations; results of individual pro

should be collected to inform decision making and the most e#cient process that can be used to gather these data. 
Municipal leaders can use a variety of tools to collect information, including: surveys of providers, parents and youth; 

to consider which type of research will help local decision makers make the most informed choices about a com

institutions of higher education. Colleges and universities can play an important role in conducting evaluations and 
analyzing data at the program and city levels. Municipal leaders can work to engage local universities in conducting 

only does the involvement of colleges or universities provide a cost savings for the city, but their participation also lends 

Akron, Ohio

school programs are operating in all 27 elementary schools and three middle schools, with plans to expand. Since the 

!e data collected in these evaluations help programs demonstrate their accountability, giving them credibility in 
the community. 

attend at all. !is evaluation underscored the importance of continual investment of the resources necessary to 
provide these programs consistently during the school year. In nearly every measure of academic performance, 
students who attended 30 or more times per year and therefore received higher amounts of intervention had higher 

school year. 
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Fort Worth, Texas

By conducting similar evaluations each year, Fort Worth has seen continuous improvement in program processes, 

onstrate to the community that a public investment has a substantial impact on the children and youth participating 

STRATEGY 6: DEVELOP COMMON, SYSTEM-WIDE OUTCOME MEASURES AND INDI-
CATORS.

the common goals toward which all programs in the city should be working. Municipal leaders can play an important 

the dropout rate, prevent childhood obesity, prepare youth for postsecondary education and the workforce and pro

youth level, 
outcomes might relate to school attendance and skill mastery; at the program level, outcomes might relate to program 

systems level, outcomes might relate to use 
of program quality assessment tools and improved access to participation.
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Collaborative for Building A"er School Systems (CBASS) Measures for Assessing A"erschool Services, 
Programs and Systems

Systems Level

Youth Level Outcomes

Out-of-School-Time Policy Commentary #13: Speaking in One Voice: Toward 
Common Measures for OST Programs & Systems
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Grand Rapids, Michigan

school programs and ensuring they meet high quality standards.

Report. !e report found that youth crimes occur overwhelmingly in the hours immediately a$er school on week

Denver, Colorado

for nonparticipants on an annual basis. !e study also found that multiple years of participation is associated with 
increased school engagement and academic achievement. 

Under the leadership of former Mayor John Hickenlooper and with the support of the City Council, the City 

school. 

program hours and student academic and developmental outcomes. By consistently showing afterschool pro

educationandchildren. 
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CONCLUSION

collected and used well. !is work can be challenging, but with municipal leaders as advocates, cities small and large 
have the opportunity to use strategies presented here to listen to community voices, identify gaps in services, collect 
participant data and develop community outcome measures. 

Making investments in the collection and use of data allows municipal leaders to make better decisions, hold pro
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