21st Century Community Learning Centers in Maine – Promising Practices

Background:

A few years ago the North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL), through a grant from the C.S. Mott Foundation, collected “promising practices” from 21st Century Community Learning Centers programs throughout the country. The goal of this initiative was to deepen the quality of after school programs by looking at what “practices” or critical underlying principles drive a program’s development and planning. Many of the selected promising practices are available on the Promising Practices in Afterschool Website (www.afterschool.org.)

Practices:

· Underlie principles that drive your program.

· Permeate program activities.

· Offer a conscious way for enriching your program.

· Are a series of activities and experiences rather than a single activity.

Practices are important because:

· Programs that operate on “practices” are more likely to have a greater positive impact on participants, better cohesiveness among staff, better decision making in alignment with their goals, and a richer program with more deliberate planning.
· Looking at your entire program from a practice point of view makes it more apparent that your mix of activities may need modification. You may find that you want to approach current activities in a different way. Using your identified practice for making decisions opens possibilities for a richer program and more deliberate planning.
· Planning your program through your identified practice lens enhances the quality and depth of your program. 
Creating promising practices:

A practice is considered “promising” if you can say yes to these questions:

· Can this practice be replicated at other after school sites?

· Do I have evidence that the practice contributes to the overall quality of the program?

· Do key stakeholders acknowledge that the practice leads to positive results for kids, youth, families, and the community?

· Is the practice culturally, developmentally, and gender appropriate for the population served?

· Has this practice been in place for at least one year?

Focusing on 8 promising practice categories:

· Developmental Assets-The Search Institute, a nationally recognized organization researching and developing the needs and progress of youth have identified 40 developmental assets which are essential to every young person’s success in growing to healthy adulthood. Programs that focus on enhancing students developmental assets can positively influence students’ academic success, their health, and their appreciation of diversity.
· Building Relationships – Successful programs realize that creating and sustaining positive relationships with students is more important than the program, itself. Strong relationships between adults and young people, young people and their peers, and teenagers and children is a keystone of a successful  program.
· Programming-Involving students in programming decisions; empowering students to help determine after school programming, course content and their own course selection. Developing positive peer pressure; instilling the idea that outstanding educational achievement in school is “cool.”

· Evaluation-Including continuous improvement as a real focal point for evaluation effectiveness.

· Linkages Between the Program and the School-Linking the after school program with school improvement

· Collaboration-Integrating community members as partners in public education. Working with members of the community to offer a broad range of opportunities for after school students. Creating a model of team facilitation and collaboration through community partnerships.

· Management-Designing efficient management practices to best staff the program. Maximizing funding.

· Parent Involvement-Encouraging parent participation and facilitating family togetherness while helping parents improve their lives and parenting skills.

*Adapted from NCREL’s 2002-2003 Promising Practices Calendar


