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Over the past nine months, the Department of Human Services (DHS), Division of Community-Based Prevention Services has engaged its Family Center After School Programs in the program improvement process through United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania. The process is designed to provide high quality after school services for the city’s children and youth. This effort is reflective of the Mayor’s Children Investment Strategy designed to “impact and improve the safety, well-being and advancement of all Philadelphia children”. 

The overall strategy calls for an investment of finances, resources and quality programming to effect targeted outcomes.  Program guidelines developed through the Core Standards of Philadelphia’s Youth Programs serve as the key framework for promoting and assessing desired results. The framework is further expanded and amplified through United Way’s Quality Improvement Process, which provides a systematic mechanism for assessment and charting progress of the “core standards” benchmarks that facilitate improved services for children and youth. 

The Quality Improvement Process consists of two levels of assessment, an agency self-assessment and an external assessment.  Training and technical assistance, goal setting and monitoring are also included. The process documents and supports individualized technical assistance tailored to the unique aspects of community-based services central to the family center concept.  To date, a total of eighteen (18) family centers have participated in the process. (Frankford and Fels South Family Centers are not included at this time because they were not fully operational.) 

Level of Participation

As a whole, Family Centers have traditionally operated quality programs and have shown significant progress in further implementing best practices in their after school programs. The commitment to this effort has been demonstrated at all levels of the family center network. After school staff participated fully in the self-assessment process and have been very responsive to technical assistance recommendations. Lead agencies have been supportive in providing administrative support and additional resources. Staff of the Office of Community Family Centers has been instrumental in providing information, troubleshooting and coordinating the overall effort for quality improvement.

Areas of Engagement

To further implement the improvement process, Family Center staff has been engaged in a number of activities, including site visits, regional and quarterly meetings, DHS/UW 

team meetings and trainings. Additionally, the Core Standards Implementation Guide has been distributed to all centers and referenced as a primary resource for best practice materials.

Assessment Findings

The initial assessment was completed in January 2002. It provided baseline information about each center’s status in terms of meeting Level One standards. The assessment is a snapshot, resulting in targeted focus areas of improvement for each Center. Both strengths and areas of concern were identified in the previous DHS Summary Report (dated 3/1/02). At that time, the categories of Human Relationships, Program Implementation and Program Administration represented the areas of primary concern  (involving staffing, non-monetary and financial resources, standardized forms, reference material and public relations documents, training, volunteer management, parent involvement and behavioral/classroom management).

Post Assessment was completed in May 2002. Findings have clearly documented the tremendous progress that has been made in areas of concern. Program Administration and Health and Safety categories show the greatest overall improvement in the number of standards met. In the aggregate, a total of one hundred five (105) additional Program Administration standards and sixty-six (66) additional Health and Safety standards were met during the past nine (9) months. A total of forty-six (46) additional standards were met in Human Relations category. The remaining categories of Program Implementation, Program Planning, and Indoor Environment also showed significant improvements. There is no change in Outdoor Environment and the Activities category is not included in the assessment of Level One standards. The percentage point increase and the actual rate of improvement, within each category are represented in the Combined Assessment Data Chart below. The chart provides detailed information of the progress made in each Core Standards category.

Combined Assessment Data Chart

Standards Category
Initial*
% Met
Post*
% Met
% Point** Change
 Rate of *** Improvement                


170(234)
73%
216(234)
92%
19
26%

Program Planning
28(54)
52%
43(54)
80%
28
54%

Program Implementation
49(108)
46%
79(108)
73%
27
56%

Program Administration
372(517)
72%
477(517)
92%
20
28%

Indoor Environment
55(72)
76%
58(72)
81%
5
7%

Outdoor Environment
-
-
-
-
-


Health & Safety
458(565)
81%
524(565)
93%
12
15%

*       aggregate number of standards met divided by total number of aggregate standards in category

**      % of post-assessment standards met MINUS % of baseline standards met

***    met standards percentage increase/percentage of baseline standards met

Many of the strategies used to facilitate progress are the result of discussions and resource materials provided during technical assistance (TA) visits, the agency’s own innovations and their commitment to quality programming. Some of the TA strategies have included professional staff development and training, development of written policies and procedures, greater use of already existing tools, i.e. database, teacher progress forms, the Core Standards Implementation Guide, parent surveys and generally increasing awareness and access to information.  

Progress made among individual Family Centers is illustrated in the attached DHS Comparative Rating Graph.  The most accurate reflection of accomplishments and commitment to quality improvement is evidenced in initial and post assessment results of each center rather than comparing one center against the other. Also of note are the ratings of DeBurgos Family Center. The majority of its unmet standards were related to the center’s location in a school building in ill repair. While the poor facility condition clearly impacts in the area of Health and Safety, it also influences ratings in Program Implementation, Indoor Environment and Outdoor Environment. The Center had already made arrangements to relocate and is on schedule to move into the newly constructed school building in September 2002.

An essential component in improving outcomes is planning for the desired results. The Customized Technical Assistance Plan (CTAP) is a planning mechanism that enables  providers to map out a course of action to move forward in their program improvement efforts. The CTAP is an intermediary step in the Quality Improvement Process and outlines action steps for each "consensus" goal. The “consensus” goals are established as a result of provider-generated priorities and technical assistance recommendations. A summary of Family Center goals is attached in the CTAP Summary Report. The goals have specifically addressed many of the areas of concern noted in the initial assessment (involving training and staff development, program resources, policy and procedural matters, community linkages, relationship building, parental involvement, positive youth development and referencing Core Standards as a model for strengthening best practices).

In a short period, Family Centers have successfully implemented ninety-three percent (93%) of their targeted goals. This is another measure of the centers’ achievements since  the CTAP goals are linked to Core Standards and are agency specific. The combined findings from the initial and post assessments demonstrate a clear measure of success from planning to practice. 

Charted Progress
Charted progress has been facilitated by design and revision of assessment tools, extensive data entry, and a network of supportive staff among Family Center providers, the Department of Human Services, Division of Community-Based Prevention Services, the Best Practices Institute and United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania. The providers themselves are the "front-line" of these accomplishments. 

Summary

What does it all mean? It means that Family Centers are on a charted path for improved outcomes for children and youth, a path that Mayor Street envisioned with the Children's Investment Strategy. Research has well documented the importance of constructive use of  "out-of-school" time for students, parents and community. Family Centers were already in position to serve as key community resources. The focus on after school services has strengthened their role in the overall strategy for improved children’s outcomes. 

Family Centers are providing a variety of after school activities for children and youth in local neighborhoods. They are promoting improved relationships among students, parents, staff, schools and communities through training and staff development; expanding efforts to increase parental involvement; and establishing and/or reiterating clear policies and procedures for optimal program operations. Most importantly, the Family Centers represent safe havens for children that are comfortable, accessible and welcoming for parents.

Participation in the Quality Improvement Process provides the how, what and when for desired results.  It quantifies information to measure the Family Center story of success in advancing improved safety and the overall well being of Philadelphia’s children. 
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