Methods for collecting artendance data in out-of-
school-time programs depend on program gosls,
chargcteristics, and design.
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EVIDENCE THAT YOUTH PROGRAMS have real benefits has prompred
efforts to get young people in the door of out-of-school-time
(OST) programs.! Once youth are enrolled, attendance plays a key
role in the participation equation. Children and youth will not ben-
efit unless they attend programs regularly, and evidence is emerg-
ing that those who attend more frequently and for longer periods
of time benefit more than their peers whose attendance is more
sporadic.? As researchers and evaluators begin to tackle such ques-
tions as, “Why do youth benefit from programs?” and “How much
does participation matter?” attendance data are the key to linking
program participation with youth outcomes. Program leaders also
need attendance data for program planning and to demonstrate to
funders, government agencies, and other stakeholders that they are
serving their targeted numbers and populadons of youth well.
OST programs vary widely in the amount and frequency of ser-
vices they offer, and young people vary in how often they take
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advantage of these services. Some OST programs require daily
attendance, while others operate on 2 voluntary drop-in basis. As a
result, simply checking a box for “present” or “absent” does not
provide enough information to link attendance to outcomes.
Researchers and program personnel should also ask: How often do
children attend, for how many hours per week, and for how many
years? Techniques for measuring attendance and for answering
these questions should be driven by the goals and needs of indi-
vidual programs; there is no one method for measuring attendance
that fulfills all purposes at all times.3

SRR TR ATR R

Why sbould programs measure attendance?
Attendance data in OST programs can be used for the following
purposes:*

® 1o gauge demand for services (in general and for specific activities).
Attendance data are a quick indicator of how attractive a program
is to children and parents. If staff plan a special activity and atren-
dance does not go up, chances are the activity did not work well.
Directors also can use attendance data to identify services and
staffing patterns that cause an increase or drop-off in participation.
At many after-school programs, programming changes weekly.
Directors can compare attendance rates on days when students
work on academic activities with days when they take field trips to
ascertain which schedule students prefer.

® o support program-level planning and management. Avtendance
data can help managers determine how many staff to hire, how
much space to obtain, and how many supplies to order. The data
also can reveal programming needs across age groups. For exam-
ple, if the program serves grades K-8 but attendance data show that
half the participants on a typical day are in grades 3 or §, then it
makes sense to concentrate resources on those grades.

* 10 facilitate case management. Some OST programs link par-
ticipants with other services they may need, such as medical or



PRESENT AND ACCOUNTED FOR %

mental health assessment and care. For example, the after-school
drop-in center operated by the P. F. Bresee Foundation in East
Hollywood, Los Angeles, uses magnetically encoded swipe cards
to track every activity a pardcipant engages in each day. When
administrators examine the attendance data, they also consider
data on participants’ school activities, hobbies, career goals, med-
ical needs, and other factors. If a youth is not making progress,
administrators can see whether factors other than inconsistent
attendance are involved. Staff can then target interventions ro
specific youth.

1o support student yewards, incentives, and sanctions. Some OST
programs offer financial incentves for participants or provide
stipends for work performed in the program and in internships.

“Attendance data can track these activities for payment purposes. After
School Matters, which operates after-school programs at thirty-five
sites in Chicago, offers apprenticeship programs in the arts, technol-
ogy, communication, and sports {for which students are paid a
stipend) and drop-in clubs (which do not carry 2 stpend). Teachers
at the sites enter attendance data into an on-line database, and school
clerks use the information to generate students’ paychecks.

® For staff self-reflection, training, and education. The After-School
Corporation {TASC) sponsors 242 after-school projects, primarily
in New York City, that serve students in grades K-12. Staff examine
weekly attendance reports for each site to see if the site is achieving
its standard. If it is not, program officers talk with the site coordina-
tor about possible barriers and solutions. The administrator of
"TASCs database also uses attendance data to help site coordinators
evaluate their programs. He may encourage a director to examine
attendance by date, for example. If the site serves two hundred youth
on Monday and Tuesday but by Friday has only one hundred par-
ticipants, the director may decide to change the Friday activities.

* o fulfill accountability requivements. Program funders typically
use attendance data to determine the daily cost per child, verify
grantees’ compliance with 2 targeted level of service (the wdlization
rate), and substantiate reimbursement claims made to city, state, or-
federal funding streams.
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® Th advocate for move funding or for the use of specific strategies. Bal-
timore’s Safe and Sound Campaign, a citywide effort to improve
the lives of infants, children, and youth, includes OST programs
that serve about four thousand K~12 students every day. The cam-
paign uses geocodes to array OST attendance data and program
capacity by U.S. Census tract, After-school leaders can identify
which neighborhoods have {and are filling) the most OST slots
and which neighborhoods could benefit from more programs.

- ® T monitor the quality and effectiveness of an overall initistive.

Data on OST participants’ start and end dates and daily participa-
tion can reveal variations in attendance patterns over time. When
combined with an internal performance monitoring system, these
data suggest relationships between program implementation, atten-
dance, and outcomes.

® o evaluate pariicipant outcormes. Bvaluations of OST programs
and initatives often compare attendance to data on student out-
comes, such as academic achievement, prosocial behaviors, and
emotional adjustment. These evaluations allow program staff and
researchers to assess the cffectiveness of the program in improving
the lives of youth.

A program’s method of measuring artendance depends on the pur-
pose for collecting the data. For example, if the purpose is to sup-
port program planning and management, or leaders want to know
whether their program is reaching the target population, they will
have to measure attendance and demographic data of the individual
children and youth atrending the program. If the purpose is to gauge
demand for services, a measure of the total number of youth attend-
ing will be important. If the purpose is to assess program quality and
results, leaders need to know whether actvides are appealing across
grade levels and activities, whether the schedule serves families’
needs, and whether the program has an impact on participants. To
answer those questions, program staff or evaluators will need to col-
lect attendance data by child, by grade level, and by actvity.

Options for collecting attendance data fall on a continwum from
mimimal to extensive use of technology. In the traditional pen-and-
paper approach, someone—usually an instructor, program assis-



PRESENT AND ACCOUNTED FOR a5

tant, or parent volunteer—makes a mark on a hard copy of the
enrollment roster for every student who attends on a given day.
Alternatively, students may sign in every time they attend, and the
sign-in sheets are collected daily.

Programs that aggregate daily attendance data by the week,
month, or year need to enter their data into a database in which
numbers can be combined and manipulated. The simplest of these
is housed on a personal computer. Several types of software are
available to support databases.

Web-based systems offer more choices and flexibility in ana-
lyzing and reporting data. They are a growing wend in OST data
tracking because they make program-level data available to 2
broad audience. The major systems marketed to OST programs
(YouthServices.net, QSP, and KidTrax) customize the data ele-
ments, level of analysis, and reporting formats to the needs of each
customer:

Programs that need detailed data with minimal burden on staff
sometimes use swipe cards. Students receive ID cards with individ-
ual bar codes, which they present to electronic scanners as they enter
and exit each day {or sometimes for each activity). The data are stored
in Web-based systems or stand-alone PCs. This system requires the
purchase of proprietary software and at least one scanner and com-
puter per site, 50 it is the most resource-intensive opton,
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Four indicators of astendance: Absolute aitendance,
imgensity, breadih, and duration

Justas OST programs have a variety of reasons for collecting arten-
dance data, programs and researchers have several ways of mea-
suring attendance. Through a comprehensive review of the
literature on school- and cormunity-based OST programs, Simp-
kins, Litde, and Weiss have identfied four separate indicators of
attendance.’ '
Policymakers, program directors, funders, and other stake-
holders are particalarly interested in the use of attendance data to
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evaluate participant outcomes. The uldmate goal of OST programs
is to promote positive outcomes for youth—sodially, behaviorally,
academically, and in other ways—and a substantial body of research
demonstrates that OST programs do benefit young people.5 How-
ever, key questions remain. How often must participants attend in
order to benefit? Does participating in multiple activities produce
greater benefits than focusing on one activity? In order to answer
questions such as these, researchers and program personnel must
clearly understand and measure program attendance. However,
most research has relied on a simple yes-or-no classification system
for attendance, which has limited the ability of the field to answer
these important questions.

Simpkins, Little, and Weiss identified over eighty research and
evaluation studies that linked GST attendance with youth out-
comes and included quantitative resules with tests of stadistical sig-
nificance.” These studies included four indicators of attendance: an
absolute indicator of attendance, intensity of attendance, duration
of attendance, and breadth of attendance. Most research has relied
on absolute atrendance, the most basic indicator, and the fields of
both practice and research are ripe for more detailed measures
of attendance.

Absolute artendance

Most studies that have measured attendance in youth programs
have used a yes or no indicator of absclute attendance. This gen-
eral measure provides a minimal amount of information: whether
a young person attended a program at all, regardless of the number
of days or weeks. Absolute attendance is the most common indica-
tor of attendance in OST programs. Among the eighty-three stud-
ies reviewed, fifty-six collected only absolute attendance data, and
only twenty-seven used a more detailed measure of atrendance. A
likely explanation for this finding is that absolute attendance is often
the easiest, fastest, and most cost-effecdve indicator to measure.
The level of information provided by absolute attendance is use-
ful for some purposes. For example, local and national organiza-
dons and government agencies publish statstics on the number and
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percentage of youth attending OST programs to make a case for
investments in the O8T field. Their goal is to present the forest

 rather than the trees, that is, to provide 2 broad picture rather than
a highly detailed one. However, absolute attendance excludes the
information needed for program planning, accountability require-
ments, and assessment of youth outcomes.

Intensity

Attendance intensity is defined as the amount of time youth par-
tgicipate in an O8T program in a given period of time. Intensity is
also referred to as dosage, drawing on medical terminology for the
amount of exposure to a treatment. Intensity can be measured on
several time scales—hours per day, days per week, sessions per
month, percentage of days the program was offered, and others—
depending on how the program is designed. For instance, if activ-
ities change every few hours during the day and program leaders
want to know whether students who attend for two hours every day
have different outcores from those who attend for half an hour per
day, the program will need data in hours per day.

Simpkins, Little, and Weiss found that evaluators and re-
searchers measured intensity in three ways depending on the geals
of the evaluation and the program:®

Hours per day or per week. Petit, Laird, Bates, and Dodge classified
intensity of participation by creating a variable for high, medium,
and low participation, where high participators attended for four
or more hours per week, medinm participators attended for one
to three hours per week, and low participators did not attend for
any hours.?

Days or sessions per week. Some programs measure intensity by the
number of days per session or per week that youth attend. For
example, evaluators of programs sponsored by TASC classified
youth as active participators if they attended the program for
thiree or more days per week, as nonactive participators if they
attended for fewer than three days per week, and as nonpartici-
pators if they did not attend at all.1? Another approach, which
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was taken by evaluators of the Boys & Girls Clubs, is to divide
the group of program participants into three categorics accord-
ing to who attended most and least often in order to create
groups of high, moderate, and low attenders.l!

Days or sessions in the past year. Some programs have used the num-
ber of sessions in the past year to define participators and non-
participators (for example, ten or more sessions versus fewer
than ten sessions}'? or 1o categorize high and low participators -
(thirty-five or more days per year versus less than thirty-five
days).B® One evaluation of programs in central Ohio classified
high and moderate participators based on the percentage of
available program days in which youth participated (79 percent
or more the days the program was offered versus less than 79
percent of the days).!

Intensity data serve several functions. They can inform programs
about patterns of participation among individual families and
groups of families. For example, if children awend the program an
average of one day per week, families probably are not using the
program as their primary means of OST supervision. Intensity data
can alse help determine how much pardeipation matters, Research
generally shows that young people who attend with high levels of
Intensity have more positive academic, social, and behavioral out-
comes than youth with low intensity. In the academic realm, stu-
dents who participate with more intensity demonstrate higher
grades and test scores, more homework completion, more positive
attitndes toward school, and higher rates of high school comple-
tion than their peers.!? In the social and behavioral realms, those
who participate with high levels of intensity engage in more com-
munity service, less problematic behavior, and less substance use,
and they report more optimistic views of the future and hetter
emoticnal adjusanent.'S Although most research indicates that high
intensity is preferable, some research suggests that 2 moderate level
of intensity is best. This finding may suggest that adolescents who
are heavily involved in one extracurricular actvity (for example, a
sports team) are constrained from pursuing other beneficial acdv-
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ities. It also highlights the insight that can be gained from collect-
ing intensity data.

Dizration

Attendance duration refers to the length of participation over time,
usually measured in number of years. For example, one youth’s
attendance may have a duration of one year, while another
youth’s attendance may have a duration of two years, even though
they both attended the same program with the same intensity of
three days per week. Duration may also be measured in number
of weeks, number of terms, or number of program sessions,
depending on the needs and design of specific programs. Data on
attendance duration show whether children are in the same pro-
gram year after year. They can inform program stakeholders about
the OST needs of the community, and they can help program staff
and evaluators assess whether youth who participate for longer peri-
ods of time benefit more than their peers who participate for
shorter periods of time. '

Of the studies Simpkins, Litde, and Weiss reviewed, relatively
few measured attendance duration, Those stadies that did found
longer attendance duration to be associated with more positive
youth outcomes.!” For example, an evaluation of 2 4-H program
found that youth who attended the program for at least one year
engaged in less delinquent and substance abuse behavior and had
more positive attitudes and relationships with adules than youth
wheo attended for shorter periods of dme.!8 In another 4-H study,
those who pardcipated for more than a year had more positive out-
comes than those who participated for less than 2 vear in the areas
of communication, conflict resolution, grades, homework, and vol-
unteering.!? Children who participated for less than a year bene-
fited more than those who had not participated at all.

In the studies described, greater atendance duraton of any length
was relared to increasingly large benefits for youth. In other cases,
however, there may be a minimum threshold for duration; that is,
participants must attend for a certain amount of time in order to
benefit. For exaraple, studies of programs supported by TASC (Wew
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York) and Los Angeles’s Better Educated Students for Tomorrow
found that participants had higher academic achievement than non-
participants, but only after participating for two years.20

Breadsh

Program staff and researchers know that young people have many .
choices for OST activities, and many participate in multiple pro-

grams and activities.?! Breadth of attendance refers to the range of
programs and activities in which youth participate. Some youth

achieve breadth by attending several programs during the week,

while others participate in one program that includes 2 combina-

tion of activities.

Although many programs offer breadth in activitics, few evalua-
tions measure this information or attempt to te it to youth out-
comes. Most studies focus on youth attendance in one program and
do not include information on the specific activities experienced
within programs. Even when researchers use an esperimental eval-
uation design to assign youth to a program or control group, the
control group’s attendance in other OST programs or their partic-
ipation in multiple activities within the program often is ignored.
One reason may be the difficulty of gathering reliable data on which
activities youth participate in within a program (although comput-
erized attendance tracking systems are making this more feasible).
Similarly, evaluators may find it cumbersome or even intrusive to ask
participants about their other OST pursuits outside the program.

Although breadth of attendance is the hardest indicator to assess
and the least researched, it can yield valuable information and results
for youth programs, Programs may need breadth in order to achieve
intensity and duration.?? In other words, providing a range of inter-
esting activities may be necessary to retain participants’ interest and
attendance. The lmited research that has been conducted so far also
suggests that breadch is associated with more positive youth out-
comes. One study of 2 multicomponent OST program in Texas
examined how many activities youth participated in within the pro-
gramm; elementary school children who participated in three or more
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activities received higher grades and test scores than those who par-
ticipated in one or two activides.”? This finding is particularly strik-
ing because the study found no difference in some of the outcomes
“on the basis of absolute participation. The results therefore suggest
that breadth offers important information above and beyond other
indicators of attendance, but more research is needed to determine
whether breadth is in fact related to more positive youth outcomes.

Combining indicators

Attendance intensity, duration, and breadth can be combined for a
rich portrait of youth participation in OST programs. For instance,
the indicators collectively can answer questions about the benefits
of attending every day for a short period of time versus attending
sporadically over a longer period of time. Few studies to date have
combined the indicators, but those that have show the value of this
approach. '

An evaluation of TASC projects combined intensity and dura-
tion.?* Youth who were highly active (or had high levels of atten-
dance intensity) for two years had the highest increases in math test
scores and school attendance. Scores on these outcomes were
higher than those of youth who were active for two years, which
were in turn higher than those of youth who were active for only
one year. Nonactive participants (those who attended on an irreg-
ular basis) did not demonstrate any academic gains. Similarly, an
evaluation of the SFBI, which runs OS'T youth and family centers
at public schools in low-income neighborhoods, combined dura-
tion and breadth, examining attendance in terms of the nurnber of
sessions (fall, spring, and summer) and the number of activities
(educational activities only or educational plus other activities),?s
Youth who attended the program during all three sessions and par-
ticipated in educational and other activides experienced increases
in leadership behavior, school effort, and feelings of self-efficacy.
In contrast, participants with the same durstion (three sessions) but
less breadth {educational activities only) experienced increases only
in school effort.
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Which attendance data should programs collect?

With multiple reasons for collecting artendance data and many
options for measuring the data, which attendance indicators should
programs collect? In an ideal world, programs would collect data
on ail four indicators of attendance. That expectation is unrealistic
for many programs, however, due to the time and cost burdens.
Most programs have to choose just a few types of data to collect,
and the right approach depends on the goals of the program.

1f the program aims to build skills {snch as academic and eogni-
tive skills), knowing the intensity of participadon might be most
important.?% If the program aims to foster social competence,
knowing the duration of each participant’s engagement might be
most important. If program staff want to know whether competing
activities prevent some youth from attending regularly, collecting
information on the breadth of activites attended cutside the pro-
gram will be important.

Program design also influences the choice of indicators. If a
youth is allowed to attend for only one vear, for instance, then
duration is not an important indicator.

Once the indicators of attendance have been chosen, there are
practical factors to consider:

¢ Complex data systems are harder to feed and maintain than
simple ones, so it is best to keep data collecton as simple as possible,
Researchers and program directors suggest that the following data
elements represent a good minimuim standard: site name (if part of
a multisite initiatve or citywide database); towl number of sudents
enrolled; total head count per day, week, and month; student names;
individualized student number (such as a school- or district-assigned
identification code); age or grade in school {or both); each student’s
first and last date of enrollment; and each student’s demographic
information {for example, gender, ethnicity, neighborhood).

¢ Is the program open every day? Artendance data nsually are
collected daily (or on every day the program is offered). Daily
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attendance can be aggregated to obtain the monthly attendance
rate, but the reverse is not possible.

s How large is the program (that is, how many children need to
be tracked)? A small number can be tracked using pen-and-paper
methods, but a large number may require electronic capacity.

® If the program is school based, do students leave the build-
ing between the regular and after-school day? If so, the after-
school program cannot necessarily rely on data collected by
the school program (for example, through the school system’s scan-
ners and swipe cards) and will have to reenter its own data.

® Do all students participate in the same activity at the same
time, or do groups of students rotate through activities? If every-
one does the same thing at the same time, it may be possible to
gauge the effects of pardcipation by collecting data on which stu-
dents walked in the door at the beginning of each day.

® Do some activities occur offsite? If so, a centralized sign-in
location at the main program site will not be sufficient to caprure
data on all students.

* How much money and staff time are available for data track-
ing, and how important is it for the program to invest resources in
the activity? (Invest too little in data collection, and the effort will
not produce the information needed for accountability reports or
program improvement. Invest too much, and scarce resources may
be wasted.)

® What is the age of the young people served by the program?
Age is a key consideration in determnining optimal patterns of atten-
dance and methods of data collection. For example, it is reasonable
to expect elementary school-age children to participate in pro-
grams with an intensity of four to five days a week, but the reality
for middle and high school students is quite different. Competing
demands of work, play, and the desire to hang out with friends ren-
der five-days-a-week attendance expectations unrealistic. Many
programs for middle and high school youth set their thresholds for
maximm participation at three days per week, in recognition of
these competing demands.
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Because the needs and goals of OST programs are diverse, there
is no one tight approach to collecting attendance data. For example,
considerations such as cost, personnel, and data analysis will vary
according to the needs and resources of individual programs, These
logistical considerations play an important role in the processes of
getting and using attendance data. Similarly, there is ne one right
indicator of attendance. However, it is clear that measuring atten-
dance in absolute terms—that is, participation versus nonparticipa-
tion—is not sufficient. This measure does not provide enough
information for linking participation to outcomes, for programs’
self-reflection and improvement, or for meeting the accountability
requirements that are increasingly a reality for OST programs.
Appropriate measurement of attendance is the cornetstone of 2
thoughtful evaluation to demonstrate effectiveness and inform pro-
gram improvement. Engaging in a process of self-reflecdon about
individual needs and goals can help programs to decide why and how
to collect attendance data and o understand how these data will play
arole in improving the program and the lives of youth.
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