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Introduction and Background 
 

Beginning in Fall 2014, Metro United Way (MUW) in Louisville, Kentucky partnered with the David P. Weikart Center for Youth 

Program Quality (Weikart Center) to initiate a baseline data collection project using the Youth Program Quality Assessment 

(Youth PQA) and the School-Age Program Quality Assessment tools. This effort was intended to gauge the level of out-of-school 

time program quality for a sample of sites in the Louisville and Southern Indiana area, and ultimately to determine the need for 

a program quality improvement initiative that would foster support and resources for OST staff to build their instructional skills 

and to effectively participate in a continuous quality improvement feedback loop. Such a quality improvement system may look 

similar to a model based on the Youth Program Quality Intervention, an assessment-driven continuous improvement process 

designed to: (a) build managers’ continuous quality improvement skills; (b) increase the quality of instructional practices 

delivered in afterschool programs; and, ultimately, (c) increase students’ engagement with program content and opportunities 

for skill-building (see Appendix A). 

 

The baseline data collection intended to include a sample of 40 of the approximately 115 sites1connected to Metro UW in the 

Southern Indiana and Louisville areas. All sites in this sample agreed to participation in this data collection project. This report 

highlights the sample and data collection methodology for the baseline year, the external PQA assessment data collected during 

Fall 2014, as well as recommendations for moving the network forward with program quality improvement efforts. 

 

Method 
 

Measures, Sample & Data Collection Procedures 
 

Measures: The Program Quality Assessment 
 

The Program Quality Assessment (PQA) is a standardized measure of instructional practices composed of four domains and 18 

scales (summarized in Figure 1). These practices are drawn from developmental science (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Eccles & 

Gootman, 2002; Gambone, Klem, & Connel, 2002) and the ongoing research around the PQA. Higher scores on the instrument 

are associated with higher levels of youth engagement defined as belonging, interest and challenge, while very low scores are 

associated with youth disinterest. In addition, programs with high quality instruction provide youth with opportunities to practice 

emerging social and emotional skills (e.g., efficacy, communication, empathy, problem solving) that support success in 

adolescence and early adulthood. 

 

The measures used in the Metro UW project include two versions of the PQA, the Youth PQA, consisting of 63 observable items 

and designed for Youth in grades 4-12 and the School-Age PQA, consisting of 70 observable items and designed for children in 

grades K-6. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Site refers to a physical location. There may be more than one type of program housed in a single physical location. 

Figure 1 – Pyramid of Program Quality (see also, Appendix A) 



Sample & Data Collection Procedures 

 

A total of 40 out of approximately 115 sites were selected for inclusion in the baseline data collection during Fall 2014. 

Representation across multiple agencies was an important factor in determining the sample of sites that would be observed – 

for example, Metro UW wanted to make sure there was representation from large national organizations such as the YMCA and 

Boys and Girls Club, but also representation from local community- -based organizations as well. As such, agencies with multiple 

sites were submitted to a random sampling process. Since sites served differing age ranges of children and youth, the version of 

the PQA (Youth or School-Age) needed to be determined for each site. Table 1 highlights the breakdown of number of sites in 

the sample by the version of the PQA tool. 

 

Each site was to be observed by trained and reliable external raters, where they would assess two different activities/offerings 

at each site, bringing our sample size to 80 assessments representing 40 sites. Due to the scheduling logistics and data 

collection protocol (see Appendix B), a total of 38 out of the 40 intended sites were visited, and a total of 74 assessments were 

submitted (two of the 38 sites only had one assessment). 

 

 

Table 1 – Data Collection Sample by Agency and PQA Tool Version* 
 

 # of Sites Assessed  

with Youth PQA 

# of Sites Assessed  

with School-Age PQA 

Boys & Girls Club 3 3 

Communities in Schools 0 4 

New Directions Housing Coalition 0 4 

YMCA 4 11 

Other Local Community-Based Organizations 7 2 

Total 14 24 

*One site was assessed using both versions of the tool. 

 

Two reliable raters were employed for the baseline data collection and remained in the Louisville area over the course of one 

month. Data collection visits were scheduled by Weikart Center staff and confirmed by both the raters and the site staff. Raters 

were required to submit their scores along with anecdotal evidence for each site visit into an online Scores Reporter prior to 

their next site visit. 

 

  



Finding & Recommendations 
 

The findings below are described in detail throughout the remainder of the report. 

 

Summary of Findings 
 

Sites participating in 2014 baseline data collection had higher PQA scores in the Safe and Supportive Environment domains 

than in the Interaction and Engagement domains on both the Youth and School-Age PQA. Additionally, Louisville area sites 

generally scored lower on all four domains on both the Youth and School-Age PQA than the large reference sample.  

 

 Program external assessments yielded higher scores in the Safe Environment and Supportive Environment domains 

than in the Interaction and Engagement domains on both the Youth and School-Age PQA.  

 Program external assessment scores for the 38 sites participating in baseline data collection were lower than the Large 

Reference Sample in all four domains on both tools. (See Figures 4 & 10) 

 On the Youth PQA, only one site’s instructional total score fell at or above the threshold for “High Youth Engagement” 

while three sites were under the “Low Youth Engagement” threshold. (See Figure 3) 

 On the School-Age PQA, overall instructional quality for the 24 sites assessed ranges from 1.94 to 3.93. (See Figure 9) 

 A total of 23 items on the Youth PQA were identified as low-scoring (30% or more sites score a 1) during Fall 2014. (See 

Table 2) 

 All items within the Planning, Choice, and Reflection scales are present in this low-scoring items list. (See Table 2) 

 A total of 25 items on the School-Age PQA were identified as low-scoring (30% or more sites score a 1) during Fall 

2014. (See Table 3) 

 All items within the Planning, Choice, and Reflection scales are present in this low-scoring items list. (See Table 3) 

 

 

Recommendations 
 

The following are a set of recommendations based on the data contained in this report, aimed at moving the quality 

improvement efforts in the Louisville area forward. 

 

1. Invest in a quality improvement initiative that incorporates multiple levels of setting (managers, staff, youth) into the 

process. This can include:  

 

Involve participants at all levels to build the system and related supports:  The success of this project will be 

connected to the amount of hands-on support provided to participants.  Empowering participants at each level 

helps them to take strong ownership of the process. 

 Engage program administrators at the organization level both to help hold sites accountable to data 

collection expectations and to ensure that site coordinators have broader organizational support to 

implement quality improvements.  

 Engage site coordinators in targeted trainings and learning community events.  This can include Quality 

Coaching training and include site coordinator round tables or networking events. 

 Educate and socialize program sites around the valuable role of program self assessment as an important 

step in building a professional learning community where its members can dialogue in a safe space about 

strength and improvement areas for program quality. 

 Educate and socialize program sites around the valuable role of external assessment and work with 

external assessors to ensure that sites are comfortable with the external assessment process.   

 

2. Target common areas for improvement.  Review the low-scoring items section, and select one or two areas of the PQA 

to focus on improving across all sites. For example, if many programs select a common area for improvement, consider 

choosing one as a major focus for the community and provide supports to reach a shared goal of higher ratings across 

all sites.  

 Revisit these data after another round of assessments.  Have there been any changes or do the data tell a 

similar story? What additional steps need to be taken? 

 Offer Methods workshops targeted to support staff development around low scoring items. 

 

3. Structure the data collection process to ensure data is timely and actionable and set the foundation for broader data 

collection in the future:  Making small adjustments to the data collection process now will both increase site level 

engagement and will set the stage for any future plans to collect additional sources of data.  An efficient data collection 



process will also support sites that have additional reporting requirements, such as school-based sites, to participate in 

the quality improvement process without being overburdened.  

 In future years consider collecting additional data and combining it with PQA data to create a broader 

picture of program quality.  This can include youth socio-emotional skills (e.g., DESSA, DESSA-mini, SAYO, 

etc.), organization-level data (e.g., Form B of the PQA or Leading Indicator surveys), parent surveys, or 

pulling from existing required data such as attendance, demographics, funding, etc. 

 Measure success through outputs: The Weikart Center’s Service Production Map (see Figure 2 below) 

could be used as a framework for organizing various data sources into one logic model (e.g., youth surveys, 

PQA data, staff survey information, participation data, etc.). The defining feature of this map is the focus 

on outputs, which are aspects of service production that are under the direct control of the people who 

work in expanded learning systems and settings. 

 

4. Leverage the results of the project for long-term sustainability. 

 Employ Metro UW Communications team to tell the story of the external assessment data and quality 

improvement work in a way that leverages support both from funders and community members for 

capacity building and sustainability of quality endeavors.  

 Articulate a goal of a city-wide, cross-organizational common language around youth program quality as an 

important objective of the project, starting with the sites themselves.  

 Help sites articulate the work they are doing on quality – from the Assess-Plan-Improve process to the 

domains of the pyramid. Support staff by giving context as to how they themselves affect quality and why 

quality matters 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Weikart Center Logic Model for a Quality Improvement System 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Detailed Findings 
 

Instructional Quality Assessment – Youth PQA 
 

 In general, sites participating in Fall 2014 baseline data collection had higher Youth PQA scores in the Safe and 

Supportive Environment domains. 

 

 Generally, Louisville area sites scored lower than the Large Reference Sample of external observations.2 

 

 Overall instructional quality in one of 14 sites assessed using the Youth PQA during Fall 2014 were at or above the 

threshold for “High Youth Engagement.”  

 

Figure 3 presents Instructional Total Scores3 on each assessed site (data collected by endorsed external raters). Only three sites 

fall within the “Low Engagement” threshold for the Fall 2014 baseline data collection time point, while one site rests within the 

“High Engagement” threshold.  Analysis of other similar Weikart Center data indicates that Total Instructional Scores above the 

high threshold are strongly associated with youth reports of engagement in the form of interest, challenge, and belonging.i  Total 

Scores below the “Low Engagement” threshold are associated with little to no youth sense of belonging, interest, or challenge at 

the program.  

 

Figure 3- PQA Instructional Practices Total Scores (Sites 1-14) Compared to Thresholds of Instructional Quality 

Associated with Youth Engagement in Prior Research*  

 
 

 

*The sample for this analysis consisted of only of those sites with external assessment data. 

 

Figure 4 presents external assessment scores and a large reference sample of external assessment scores for each of the 

Youth PQA’s four domains: Safe Environment, Supportive Environment, Interaction and Engagement. Consistent with findings 

from other pilot interventions, sites scored highest in the Safe and Supportive domains. Compared to a Large Reference 

Sample, Louisville area sites score slightly lower on the Safe Environment, Supportive Environment, Interaction, and 

Engagement domains.  
 

Figure 4 –Youth PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores Compared to Large Reference Sample 

                                                 
2 The Youth PQA Large Reference Sample presented in this report is based on external assessment observations only, which were submitted between 2012 and 

2014 (since the most recent update to the Youth PQA). This may include data from baseline as well as post-intervention program years. 
3 Instructional Total Score is the unweighted average of the Supportive Environment; Interaction; and Engagement domain scores. The Safe Environment score 

is omitted because most of the items are not directly related to the instructional interaction between staff and youth. Inclusion of this domain tends to inflate 

the overall score. 
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Figures 5-8 present external assessment scores and a large reference sample of external assessment scores for each of the 

individual scales associated with the four domains. With the exception of two scales, Louisville area sites score slightly to 

substantially lower on most scales in the Youth PQA.4 Two scales where Louisville sites score slightly higher are the 

Accommodating Environment scale, in the Safe Environment domain and the Adult Partnerships scale in the Interaction domain. 

 

Figure 5 –Youth PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Five Scales of the Safe Environment Domain 

Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

 

 
 

 

                                                 
4 Slight difference = 0.01 to 0.19; moderate difference = 0.20 to 0.65; substantial difference = 0.66 or greater. These differences have not been tested for 

significance. 
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Figure 6 –Youth PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Six Scales of the Supportive Environment 

Domain Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

 
 

 

Figure 7 –Youth PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Four Scales of the Interaction Domain 

Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

 
 

 

Figure 8 –Youth PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Three Scales of the Engagement Domain 

Compared to Large Reference Sample 
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Youth instructional practices identified as needing improvement in Fall 2014. 
 

During baseline data collection in Fall 2014, external assessors identified 23 practices that scored a “1” on the Youth PQA in 

30% or more of the observed offerings. Scoring a “1” on the Youth PQA means that particular practice was not present during 

the observed offering.  As such, a high percentage is indicative of a need for improvement in the corresponding area. As 

depicted in Table 2, 23 practices associated with positive youth development were not identified by external assessors in at 

least 30 percent of program observations. It is important to note that 14 of these practices were in the Interaction and 

Engagement domains on the Youth PQA, with all items in Planning, Choice, and Reflection represented. Sites would likely 

benefit from more targeted improvement efforts in these areas. 

 

Table 2 – Fall 2014 Lowest Scoring Youth PQA Items – External Assessment 

 
Item % Scoring “1” Pre  

(n=26 obs) 

IV.Rf3 – Youth provide feedback 84.6% 

III.Ld2 – Opportunities to mentor 84.0% 

III.Co2 – Interdependent roles 79.2% 

IV.Rf2 – Youth reflect in multiple ways 65.4% 

III.Ld3 – Opportunities to lead a group 64.0% 

IV.Rf1 – Youth reflect on what they are doing 61.5% 

III.Co3 – Shared goals 56.0% 

IV.Pn1 – Opportunities to make plans 56.0% 

IV.Pn2 – Planning strategies 56.0% 

IV.Ch1 – Content choices 53.8% 

IV.Rf4 – Youth present to group 52.0% 

II.RC1 – Approach calmly* 50.0% 

II.RC2 – Seek input from youth* 50.0% 

II.RC3 – Relationship between actions and consequences* 50.0% 

II.RC4 – Staff follow-up* 50.0% 

III.Be4 – Publically acknowledge achievements 50.0% 

III.Co1 – Opportunities to work collaboratively 45.8% 

II.SB1 – Learning focus linked to activity 44.0% 

I.EP1 – Emergency procedures 38.5% 

II.SB3 – Staff models skills 38.5% 

II.AE4 – Tangible products and performances 34.6% 

IV.Ch2 – Process choices 34.6% 

I.EP3 – First-aid kit 30.8% 

*The reframing conflict items are only scored when conflict is actually seen. Out of 26 observations, only two had some sort of conflict 

present, therefore the percentage reflects the conflict resolution strategies missing out of two observations. 
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Instructional Quality Assessment – School-Age PQA 
 

 In general, sites participating in Fall 2014 baseline data collection had higher School-Age PQA scores in the Safe and 

Supportive Environment domains. 

 

 Generally, Louisville area sites scored lower than the Large Reference Sample of external observations.5 

 

 Overall instructional quality for the 24 sites assessed using the School-Age PQA ranges from 1.94 to 3.93. 

 

Figure 9 presents Instructional Total Scores6 on each assessed site (data collected by endorsed external raters) using the 

School-Age PQA. Since thresholds for youth engagement have not been established for the School-Age PQA, we cannot say 

where these sites may fall on a spectrum similar to that noted in Figure 3 above, but this figure does present some useful 

information regarding the range of scores across sites serving the younger student population.  

 

Figure 9 – School-Age PQA Instructional Practices Total Scores (Sites 1-24)*  

 
 

 

*The sample for this analysis consisted only of those sites with external assessment data. 

 

Figure 10 presents external assessment scores and a large reference sample of external assessment scores for each of the 

School-Age PQA’s four domains: Safe Environment, Supportive Environment, Interaction and Engagement. Consistent with 

findings from other pilot interventions, sites scored highest in the Safe and Supportive domains. Compared to a Large 

Reference Sample, Louisville area sites score slightly lower on the Safe Environment domain, and moderately lower on the 

Supportive Environment, Interaction, and Engagement domains. Given Louisville’s baseline assessment, sites appear to be well 

positioned to engage in quality improvement efforts to increase the presence of high-quality instructional practices. 

 

  

                                                 
5 The School-Age PQA Large Reference Sample presented in this report is based on external assessment observations only, which were submitted between 

2012 and 2014 (since the most recent update to the Youth PQA). This may include data from baseline as well as post-intervention program years. 
6 Instructional Total Score is the unweighted average of the Supportive Environment; Interaction; and Engagement domain scores. The Safe Environment score 

is omitted because most of the items are not directly related to the instructional interaction between staff and youth. Inclusion of this domain tends to inflate 

the overall score. 
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Figure 10 –School-Age PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores Compared to Large Reference Sample 

 
  

Figures 11-14 present external assessment scores and a large reference sample of external assessment scores for each of the 

individual scales associated with the four domains. With the exception of two scales, Louisville area sites score slightly to 

substantially lower on most scales in the School-Age PQA.7 Within the Safe Environment domain, Louisville sites scored slightly 

higher than the large reference sample in the Healthy Environment scale, and approximately equal with the large reference 

sample in the Emotional Safety, Accommodating Environment, and Nourishment scales. 

 

 

Figure 11 –School-Age PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Five Scales of the Safe Environment 

Domain Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

 

 
 

Figure 12 – School-Age PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Seven Scales of the Supportive 

Environment Domain Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

                                                 
7 Slight difference = 0.01 to 0.19; moderate difference = 0.20 to 0.65; substantial difference = 0.66 or greater. These differences have not been tested for 

significance. 
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Figure 13 –School-Age PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Three Scales of the Interaction Domain 

Compared to Large Reference Sample 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 14 – School-Age PQA Fall 2014 External Assessment Scores for the Four scales of the Engagement Domain 

Compared to Large Reference Sample 
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School-age instructional practices identified as needing improvement in Fall 2014. 
 

During baseline data collection in Fall 2014, external assessors identified 25 practices that scored a “1” on the Youth PQA in 

30% or more of the observed offerings. Scoring a “1” on the Youth PQA means that particular practice was not present during 

the observed offering.  As such, a high percentage is indicative of a need for improvement in the corresponding area. As 

depicted in Table 3, 25 practices associated with positive youth development were not identified by external assessors in at 

least 30 percent of program observations. It is important to note that 12 of these practices were in the Interaction and 

Engagement domains on the School-Age PQA, with all items in Planning, Choice, and Reflection represented. Sites would likely 

benefit from more targeted improvement efforts in these areas. 

 

Table 3 – Fall 2014 Lowest Scoring School-Age PQA Items – External Assessment 

 
Item % Scoring “1” Pre  

(n=50 obs) 

II.MF4 – Staff asks children for possible solutions* 100.0% 

IV.Pn2 – Planning strategies 91.5% 

IV.Pn3 – Staff encourages children to share plans and represent plans in a tangible way 91.5% 

IV.Rf3 – Children provide feedback 91.5% 

IV.Pn1 – Opportunities to make plans 89.4% 

IV.Rf1 – Children reflect on what they are doing 85.1% 

IV.Rf2 – Children reflect in multiple ways 85.1% 

III.Ld3 – Opportunities to lead a group 77.1% 

III.Ld2 – Opportunities to help 72.9% 

II.CCS4 – Children participate in selecting items for display 66.7% 

II.MF3 – Staff helps children respond appropriately* 66.7% 

II.SB1 – Learning focus linked to activity 64.6% 

II.Ec2 – Staff asks open-ended questions 64.6% 

II.AE3 – Connection between activity and prior knowledge 58.3% 

II.WW1 – Staff greet youth 57.6% 

III.Be4 – Structured small group activities 56.3% 

II.SB4 – Staff breaks down tasks 52.1% 

IV.Ch2 – Process choices, rather than choosing from limited options 43.8% 

II.AE2 – Youth talk about activities 39.6% 

IV.Ch1 – Authentic choices within activities 39.6% 

IV.Rs1 – Children are encouraged to take care of practical needs 39.6% 

II.SB3 – Staff models skills 35.4% 

II.CCS3 – Children’s work and projects on display 33.3% 

II.MF1 – Staff asks about or acknowledge feelings of all children involved* 33.3% 

II.MF2 – Staff asks children to explain the situation at least once* 33.3% 

*The Managing Feelings items are only scored when conflict is actually seen. Out of 50 observations, only three had some sort of conflict 

present, therefore the percentage reflects the conflict resolution strategies missing out of three observations. 
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Appendix A: The Youth Program Quality Intervention 

 

The Youth Program Quality Intervention model defines instructional quality as a set of practices summarized in Figure A1 and 

assessed by the Youth Program Quality Assessment (Youth PQA), a standardized measure of instructional practices. These 

practices are drawn from developmental science (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Gambone et al., 2002) and the ongoing research 

around the Youth Program Quality Assessment (Youth PQA; High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, 2005; Smith & 

Hohmann, 2005). The Youth PQA is composed of four domains, 18 scales (summarized in Figure A1) and 60 observable items. 

Higher scores on the instrument are associated with higher levels of youth engagement defined as belonging, interest and 

challenge, while very low scores are associated with youth disinterest. In addition, programs with high quality instruction provide 

youth with opportunities to practice emerging social and emotional skills (e.g., efficacy, communication, empathy, problem 

solving) that support success in adolescence and early adulthood. 

 

The Youth Program Quality Intervention follows the Assess-Plan-Improve sequence depicted in Figure A2 to help program staff 

improve the quality of instruction that they provide for youth. While the sequence is designed to produce changes in both 

policies and organizational settings, the ultimate goal is to improve quality at the point of service – the place where instruction 

and youths’ program experiences occur. This research-based approach to quality improvement and workforce development 

(Smith et al., 2012) is currently being implemented in several thousand agency, school, and community-based settings in over 

38 states. 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

  

Figure A1 – Pyramid of Program Quality

  

Figure A2 – The YPQI Model 



Appendix B: Site Visit Data Collection Protocol 
 

Steps Involved in a Youth PQA Data Collection “Assignment” 
 

Step 1   Travel to the assigned site leaving plenty of time for unexpected delays (arrive at least 15 minutes before 

scheduled observation time). 

 

Step 2   Check in at the main office (or use the specific instructions listed in your calendar invite).  Introduce yourself 

to the site supervisor/principal (if available) and confirm the class periods to be observed. Make sure to 

have a photo ID available.  

  

Step 3  Verify that the class period meets selection guidelines (appropriate grade level for the PQA selected, at least 

4 students present). If it does not meet guidelines, please consult the site lead for other activities that may 

be observed. 

 

Step 4   To the extent possible, observe each single observation from beginning to end.  To qualify for observation 

and scoring, an offering must last a minimum of 45 minutes. 

 

Step 5   Use your anecdotal evidence to fit and score the PQA. You should score the PQA on the same day of data 

collection.  
 

Step 6  Enter the PQA scores and anecdotal evidence into the online Scores Reporter using your login credentials. 

Scores and anecdotal evidence should be entered the same day of the observation. 

 
 

  Thank You! 
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