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Capacity building within an after school program is a vital component needed to support the organization’s ability to achieve its mission into the foreseeable future.  This paper will address the issue of building capacity into the program  in order to sustain it over the long term.  


“Capacity building refers to activities that improve an organization’s ability to achieve its mission or a person’s ability to define and realize his/her goals or to do his/her job more effectively” (Linnell, 2004).   In relevant literature, the concept of capacity building in relation to small organizations is relatively new (Backer, 2004).  Traditionally, capacity building was referred to as a global concept in terms of developing nations and resource sustainability.  The United Nations offered this definition in 1998: “Capacity can be defined as the ability of individuals and organizations or organizational units to perform functions effectively, efficiently and sustainably” (UNDP, 1998, as cited in Enemark, 2003).  Further, “capacity is the power of something – a system, an organisation, a person, to perform and produce properly” (2003).  More recently the concept has become prominent in nonprofit organizations and education programs as well.  Education and development of staff are key components to capacity building for organizations, as is developing relationships within the community of other organizations (Backer, 2004).  Enemark argues “that even if the key focus is on education and training to meet short and medium term needs, capacity building measure should be assessed in a wider context…” (2003).  In terms of after school programs that “wider context” is the sustainability of the program.  

Theory surrounding capacity building is an evolving field of research.  Success indicators of capacity building and sustainability efforts in the field of after school programs are particularly useful at this time.  This is due in part to the efforts of the national education and community programs and program coordinators to expand and perfect programs,  but  also due to the level of evaluation needed to identify success in a program to qualify for state, federal and private funds and grants.  

Due to the many interpretations of the meaning of capacity building, McKinsey & Co. created the “Capacity Framework,” which identifies the aspects of capacity building in order to facilitate the discussion of the meaning of the phrase (McKinsey & Co., 2001).  The following is a list of the author's recommendations for the important elements of capacity in a non-profit organization:

· Aspirations: An organization’s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and direction

· Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the  organization’s overarching goals 

· Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization’s capabilities, including such things (among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource management, and external relationship building

· Human Resources: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and commitment of the organization’s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

·  Systems and Infrastructure: The organization’s planning, decision making, knowledge management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and technological assets that support the organization 

·  Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational design, interfunctional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes the organization’s legal and management structure

· Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including shared values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the organization’s orientation towards performance.


Although these elements were designated for capacity building for non-profits, rather than after school programs specifically, the use of similar elements has been applied to after school programs as well.  In their “Guide to Organizing a  School-Age Care Program,” the New Jersey School-Age Care Coalition (NJSACC, 2002) lists the following among their recommendations for creating a program:  

· Call to Action

· Assess Community Need

· Evaluate Current Community Conditions

· Finance

· Build Collaborations


It is the similar elements in above lists that reinforce the importance and need for proper capacity building in the new program.   Both the “Capacity Building Framework” and the NJSACC creation guide are included with this paper as Appendix A and B.

Important Elements of Capacity Building and Sustainability


A good infrastructure is considered among many programs to be the “key to the successful implementation of any quality program” (Hammond & Reimer, 2006).  The building of a solid infrastructure requires the consideration of several elements: effective leadership, quality staff development, adequate facilities, continuous and effective program evaluation, establishment of clear goals to aid evaluation, physical and psychological safety of participants, support of physical, mental health of participants (Hammond & Reimer, 2006), and the inclusion of critical financial diversity planning.


Funding


When considering sustainability of an after school program, the first item on the list must be funding.  Funding plays a large role in the creation of a durable and sustainable program.  “All too many nonprofits...focus on creating new programs and keeping administrative costs low instead of building organizational capacity necessary to achieve their aspirations effectively and efficiently.  This is not surprising given that donors and funders have traditionally been more interested in supporting an exciting new idea than in building an organization that can effectively carry out that idea” (McKinsey & Co., 2001).  With this common mistake in mind, we must concentrate on building a solid foundation that will allow the program to thrive and fulfill the mission long after the initial excitement has worn off.  


There are also specific issues to consider when planning expenses and funding sources for an after school program.  “The federal child nutrition programs provide crucial funding for meals and snacks in afterschool, summer, and before school programs. The federally-subsidized meals and snacks attract children to out of school time programs, which allow them to learn, and be active and safe while their parents are working. The food helps keep hunger at bay so that children are engaged and ready to learn. It also supports healthy eating, nutrition education, and physical activity. All are important parts of an afterschool program” (FRAC, n.d.)  “The Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) and the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) provide funding to private non-profit and public organizations (including schools) to serve nutritious snacks and meals in afterschool programs”  (FRAC, n.d.).  This may be a vital component of the pre-planning for expenditures, as food programs are absolutely necessary, but can become quite expensive.  The chart below refers to the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC) list of age groups for qualifying for assistance from CACFP and NSLP:

Table 1: Eligibility for child nutrition program assistance based on age of children. 

	Child Nutrition Program
	Age
	Food Eligible
	Basis of Reimbursement

	CACFP
	0-12
	Meals
	Individual Household Income

	CACFP
	0-18
	Suppers
	Low-income Area

	CACFP
	0-12
	Snacks
	Low-income Area or Individual Household Income

	CACFP
	13-18
	Snacks
	Low-income Area

	NSLP
	0-18
	Snacks
	Low-income Area or Individual Household Income


 
Qualification for these programs may well depend on whether the after school program meets state and local regulations for licensure, which is discussed later in this paper. 

Funding Diversity

The recommendation for increasing the financial sustainability of after school programs is to “seek funds from varied sources, including the public sector (at national, state, and local levels), national and regional foundations, and local private and corporate funders.”  Further, “some program directors suggest that, after the start-up phase, no more than a quarter to a third of a program’s funding should come from any one source” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).  The authors hold that “a diverse funding strategy can help an after-school program achieve sustainability in several ways:

· It protects the program from changes in the priorities or fiscal instability of any one funder.

· Integrating resources from several funders with a common agenda for youth can support high-quality staffing and advocacy.

· Blended funding streams also give the program greater budgetary flexibility, because funds from corporate, nonprofit, and private sources generally carry fewer restrictions than do state and federal resources.

· Third, programs with diverse resources can address emerging needs quickly, making them more responsive to long-term constituents” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002) 

          The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 funded the 21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLC).  “Under this Act, states receive funds on the basis of their share of Title I, Part A funds, and they may use their allocations to make competitive grant awards to support after-school initiatives designed by local educational agencies, community-based organizations, and other public or private consortia of such agencies. The new law also requires prospective grantees to specify plans for how their programs will continue beyond the grant’s funding period. As a result of these changes, both new applicants and current grantees face the need to consider long-term sustainability” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).  This is one example of the use of evaluation of a program's success over time.  With the level of funds involved in a CCLC grant, the program counting on that funding would want to be able to show success and a solid step toward achieving the stated mission.

Effective Leadership

“Effective after-school programs result from the leaders orchestrating community partnerships.”  “Leaders of sustainable after-school programs may come from education, youth development, or business environments. Their training and long-term community involvement makes them fervent and well-connected advocates for youth” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).

Leaders with vision are the heart of the program.  “After-school programs can gain momentum from relationships with schools, government agencies and services, youth-serving organizations, neighborhood and parent groups, libraries, volunteer and faith groups, business groups, private philanthropies, and other local institutions. Among other benefits, these partnerships create consumer demand for after-school services, which stimulates financial support and produces allies who will work to preserve youth-focused activities” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).

“Leaders of sustainable programs build community connections and ownership by inviting business and organizational leaders to activities where they interact with youth, opening their board meetings to potential funders, and disseminating evidence of the value of their program for local youth.“  These leaders “understand that their fundamental responsibility is to “work the politics” of their communities, so they constantly look for opportunities to reach new allies and nurture potential supporters.”  “Savvy leaders use their commitments from community partners to embed the after-school programming agenda into targeted spheres of influence. They have learned that long-term sustainability occurs when programs are integrated systemically with local policies, thus establishing permanent links among schools, community agencies, and after-school initiatives”  (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).

It may also be beneficial to the program to remain “politically neutral” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).

Quality Staff Development


Staffing is clearly an expensive topic, but the use of university students as program mentors and tutors, and other community volunteers may help to mitigate the cost.  One strong recommendation for staffing is a full-time program coordinator (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).


Full-time “on-site leaders” create an environment of “day-to-day continuity for children, families, schools, and community partners.”  Most coordinators have strong ties to the community...which they use to manage staff and ensure that services are reliable and high-quality” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).


“Although there is no typical coordinator profile, many have been practitioners or directors of youth development, recreational, or family services and have both administrative training and relevant content knowledge. In addition, coordinators expand their reach by turning to management teams and communications experts to advise about overall program implementation” (Pechman & Fiester, 2002).

Adequate Facilities

         After school programs in Virginia may be required to meet certain licensing regulations.  “A child day program in Virginia is a regularly operating service arrangement for children where, during the absence of a parent or guardian, a person or organization has agreed to assume responsibility for the supervision, protection, and well-being of a child under the age of 13 for less than a twenty-four-hour period. There are a number of types of arrangements...the general categories of care are in-home care and out-of-home care in a private home or a center” (VDSS, 2006).  It is recommended that the new facility contact the Virginia Department of Social Services for specific questions regarding licensing and whether the new facility will need to obtain licensing.

There are positive and negative effects of certain program elements to bear in mind when considering the formation of an after school program, as cited in Hammond & Reimer (2006), listed in Table 3 below.

Table 2. Positive and negative effects of certain program elements.

	Positive Elements
	Negative Elements

	lower ratios were associated with higher parent ratings of program quality 
	 higher child-staff ratios are associated with more negative staff-child interactions

	staff to student ratios should be low, particularly in the case of tutoring and mentoring programs
	larger group sizes are associated with lower child ratings of program climate, emotional support, and support for autonomy and privacy

	low ratios make it more likely that children will have the opportunity for one-on-one time with an adult in the program in order to develop a personal relationship
	the appropriate ratio will vary by the age and ability of the children involved, but as a general rule, the ratio should be “between 1:10 and 1:15 for groups of children age six and older


Program Evaluation


Continuous and effective program evaluation includes the establishment of clear goals to aid evaluation.  “Performance management in human service agencies is an interactive process that includes setting and clarifying goals; developing targets and measures to assess progress...state-level policymakers are increasing their use of  performance and accountability measures to make budget and programmatic decisions to address budget shortfalls (financeproject.org, 2003).”  There is a growing use of progress assessment as a success and effectiveness indicator for the program, which could be used by donors, funders, state and federal agencies and to indicate whether grants should be awarded or renewed.


To assist the program founder to implement solid evaluation criteria, The National Dropout Prevention Center created a list of Essential Elements of Quality After-School Programs (Hammond & Reimer, 2006), some of which speak to evaluation, specifically:


“Program quality impacts program effectiveness and quality can be observed and measured (FYI, 2002). Implementing research-based, quality programs means not only selecting proven programs and/or strategies but continuing to assure quality through the use of assessment strategies to measure it (Craig, 2005)” (Hammond & Reimer, 2006).


Programs should be required to “develop intermediate, measurable outcomes” (Hammond & Reimer, 2006).   “Afterschool programs should work together with schools to accomplish shared goals,” there are “four performance areas for both to target, (Vandell, as cited in Hammond & Reimer, 2006) “improving attendance, including sports/extracurricular activities; improving social skills, increased social interaction and class/program contributions; reducing disruptive/isolating behaviors; and improving initiative-taking, planning, and project completion.”  Further, “programs could also focus on improving work and study habits, improving grades,  improving performance in any of the “three distinct assets” of academics, as an alternative to grades: “basic skills (reading, writing, speaking, computing), higher order skills (planning, debating, problem-solving) and content knowledge (history, literature, engine repair)” (Vandell, as cited in FYI, 2002).


Due to this need for improvement verification, there are many recommendations for evaluation of the after school program.  The National Community Education Association provides an evaluation plan which is considered to be among the most rigorous, and therefore complete, evaluation plans for after school/community programs.  Information about this plan is attached as Appendix C.

Physical and Psychological Safety

Recommendations for the “physical and psychological safety of participants and staff” in quality after school programs as cited in Hammond & Reimer (2006) are listed below:

· “Program facilities should be physically secure, safe and accessible for participants and staff”

·  To make facilities safer, they could be monitored by surveillance systems and children could sign in and out

· The facility should provide adequate space for a variety of activities and age ranges

· Transportation also needs to be safe, including staff escorts and crossing guards when needed.

· Programs should also “foster a sense of safety and security among children” (Beckett et al., 2001, as cited in Hammond & Reimer, 2006)

· Programs should be “an inviting and caring place for students to spend time”

· “Program staff should decrease conflict among peer groups and ensure positive peer interactions” 

· “Maintaining stability and consistency in programming and staff also helps to foster a sense of safety”

Physical and Mental Health

Hammond & Reimer (2006) also cited several recommendations for the “physical and mental health of participants,” which included the idea that the program should not only support the participants while they are attending, but also look forward to the future and plan to help the participants in the future by contributing to the ability to “grow up to be physically and mentally healthy” in the long term (Gambone et al., 2002).  In this regard, they noted that quality after school programs provide “a nutritious snack and other meals when appropriate, for relaxation and socializing and to promote sound nutrition for participants,” as well as “issues of personal hygiene,” and recommend training of staff in first aid.  Further, the authors note that “programs can improve outcomes through “Support [of] children’s developmental and learning capacities by reducing their health and mental health risks”(Noam et al., 2003, as cited in Hammond & Reimer, 2006), even to the extent of becoming a “link” for mental health resources in the community

The “use of replicable program models” provide a “dependable infrastructure,” as well as “guidelines for curriculum, staffing, and management.”  “Sustainable models allow flexible implementation, so site-based directors and staff can adapt the model to their clients’ specific needs”  (Pechman & Feister, 2002). 

The National Dropout Prevention Center created a list of Essential Elements of Quality After-School Programs (Hammond & Reimer, 2006) through the study of several dozen programs in the U.S.  This is a comprehensive list of infrastructure elements that have bee


“Require programs to have plans for evaluation.” Program quality impacts program effectiveness and quality can be observed and measured (FYI, 2002). Implementing research-based, quality programs means not only selecting proven programs and/or strategies but continuing to assure quality through the use of assessment strategies to measure it (Craig, 2005, as cited in Hammond & Reimer, 2006). 


Hammond & Reimer also “discourage the implementation of a mix of strategies drawn from different programs, stating that “quality programs should be implemented as designed (Hammond & Reimer, 2006).    


A thorough examination of the needs of the community, complemented with an understanding of the requirements for after school programs in the state and county will set the solid foundation for seeking out and winning the financial backing to implement an after school program.  From that point forward it is a daily job to continuously grow the network that surrounds the program, whether the ties are financial, options for future training, parterships, etc, the program leader and staff must be committed to the goal.
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