his edition of Childlinks is devoted
to the theme of School Age
Programmes. For many years
Barnardos has provided out-of-school
activities as part of an integrated model
of community-based family support
projects. Recently, as part of our advocacy
work on educational disadvantage, we
recommended the introduction of
comprehensive out-of-school activities
for all children, particularly those who are
disadvantaged.

T

questions about why, how and for whom
they matter. Stakeholders now acknowledge
that youth need access to not just any
programmes, but to well-designed, highquality programmes.
Mary Maloney of Limerick City Childcare
Committee gives an informative overview
of the development of school-age childcare
in Ireland and, in particular, an account of the
innovative work carried out by Limerick
City Childcare Committee in this area.

Editorial
In a series of articles, this edition of Childlinks
aims to examine the topic from both Irish
and international experience.
Dr Paul Downes writes on behalf of
QDOSS, which is calling for a national
strategy on out-of-school services – a
strategy that is sensitive to the needs of
local contexts.
It is interesting to learn about the United
States experience of out-of-school time
(OST) programmes. According to Bouffard,
Little and Weiss, the debate has moved
beyond the question of whether Out-ofSchool Time programmes matter, to

Two evaluations of After School work are
included which provide insights into the
topic from the perspectives of children,
young people, parents, staff and teachers.
Finally, there is an account of the
development of a new Fetac award in
School Age Childcare, which is being coordinated by a collaboration of childcare
and training agencies.

Anne Conroy Editor
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QDOSS is calling for a national strategy on Out-of-School Services –
a strategy that is sensitive to the needs of local contexts

A New Network

QDOSS
(Q UALIT Y D EVE LO P M E NT O F O UT- O F- S C H O O L S E R VI C E S)
DR. PAUL DOWNES Co-ordinator, Educational Disadvantage Centre, and Lecturer in Psychology, St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra

QDOSS (Quality Development of Out-of-School Services) is
a recently established network that comprises a range of
stakeholders who share different perspectives, expertise and
a common aim. Our central aim is to enhance and develop
the field of Out-of-School services to influence and enable
positive educational outcomes for children and young people,
particularly those experiencing educational disadvantage.
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At our recent conference in December, opened by the
Minister for Children, Brian Lenihan, at Dublin Castle, the
QDOSS network called for a national strategy on Out-ofSchool services – a strategy that is sensitive to the needs of
local contexts. The Conference theme was ‘Out-of-School
Services – their role in influencing and enabling educational
outcomes for children and young people’. The keynote
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speaker was Professor Robert Halpern, Chair of the
Research Council at the Erikson Institute Graduate School in
Child Development, Chicago. Our report entitled ‘Quality
Development of Out-of-School Services: An agenda for
development,’ was also launched at this conference.
WHO ARE WE?
Members of QDOSS participate as representatives of member
organisations. Member organisations have a remit in relation
to education, childcare, youth work or youth development,
particularly in relation to children and young people
experiencing educational disadvantage. The Network aims to
ensure that there is a balance between a variety of interest
groups including practitioners, policy makers and researchers.
Current member organisations comprising the QDOSS
network include:
Barnardos
Border Counties Childcare Committee
Childrens Research Centre, Trinity College Dublin
Educational Disadvantage Centre,
St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra
Foróige
Limerick City Childcare Committee
Targeting Educational Disadvantage Project,
Mary Immaculate College, Limerick
Youth Work Ireland
New member groups are welcome to apply.
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘OUT-OF-SCHOOL
SERVICES’?
Out-of-school services refer to a range of structured programmes,
clubs and activities for school-age children and young people
(4–18) which take place within supervised environments
during the times that they are not in school. As such, Out-ofSchool activities can take place before school, after school, at
weekends, during lunch hours, and during school holidays.
Out-of-school services, therefore, can be offered in a variety
of school, attached to school and non-school environments,
including community centres, child-care centres, places of
worship, libraries, parks etc. Out-of-school services are
sponsored by inter alia, statutory and non-governmental
agencies, schools, community-based groups, faith-based
organisations and other voluntary sector groups.
WHAT ARE THE GUIDING PRINCIPLES OF QDOSS?
The guiding principles of our network include:
Working in partnership with children, young people,
parents, schools and communities to develop and
enhance Out-of-School services.
Promoting a needs-led and strengths-based

integrated approach to Out-of-School service
provision.
Working to influence policy and practice.
Commitment to evidence based research and
evaluation, including a focus on outcomes.
QDOSS: AN AGENDA FOR DEVELOPMENT
QDOSS is highlighting a number of key themes, questions
and priorities as part of an ongoing discussion requiring
further research about future directions for Out-of-School
services and in recognition of the need for a national strategy
with regard to Out-of-School services.
These include:
1. Key Structures Underpinning Out-of-School Services
2. Out-of-School Services: Bridging Health and
Education Needs
3. Out-of-School Services: Contribution to
Development of School Climate
4. Out-of-School Services: A Key Resource in
Culturally Relevant Curriculum Implementation
5. Community Development Principles and
Out-of-School Services
6. Evaluation: Structural, Process and
Outcome Indicators
1. Key Structures Underpinning
Out-of-School Services
In order to develop a strategic approach at a national and
local level to Out-of-School services, QDOSS recognises
that key challenges need to be met for development of the
structural underpinning of the Out-of-School service sector.
Continuity of Staff and Career/Professional
Development of Staff in Out-of-School Services
QDOSS recognises that relations of trust between staff
and children and young people serve as a key protective
factor for youth at risk of early school leaving. As staff
continuity is essential in order for these relations of trust to
form, the following issues arise:
The development and implementation of staff
retention and recruitment strategies.
The facilitation of a national strategy for staff
development and progression examining training and
accreditation, employment opportunities and defined
career progression in the Out-of-School Service sector.
Continuity of Services throughout the Year
QDOSS recognises the importance of developing a
consistent national and local strategy for funding holiday
time projects in socio-economically disadvantaged areas.

3

Referral Strategies and Out-of-School Services
QDOSS recognises the need for flexible and varied
referral strategies across Out-of-School projects, community
services and schools. Nevertheless, the following questions
arise regarding coordination of referral strategies for
children at risk of early school leaving:
What coordinating strategies are in place to improve
targeting of pupils at risk of early school leaving for
participation in Out-of-School clubs and
extracurricular activities?
Are there wider avenues for referral than the school
(teachers, principals, Home School Community
Liaison) to include a more proactive involvement of
parents in the referral process as well as referral from
other local agencies?
Are children and young people’s social and emotional
needs given sufficient priority in the referral process?
Is the option of self-referral available in dialogue with
students?
To prevent those students most at risk of early school leaving
from falling through the gaps, there is a need for a coordinated
referral strategy across Out-of-School projects and schools.
Continuity of Out-of-School Projects from Primary
to Post Primary
Can strategic plans be developed for continuity
between those Out-of-School services at primary
level and at post primary level?
How can students be facilitated to remain with the
Out-of-School project as they undergo the transition
from one school to another?
Transport Needs
QDOSS notes that transport needs to access Out-of-School
services is an issue across all sectors, urban and rural,
due to difficulties with transporting children from school to
Out-of-School services and associated insurance costs.
Budgetary Needs
QDOSS recognises the need for ring fenced funding and
to develop cycles of funding for Out-of-School projects
that go beyond merely year to year funding:
– in order to ensure continuity of relations between Outof-School project staff and pupils/students.
– in order to ensure continuity of relations between Outof-School project staff and parents and teachers.
– to plan for developmentally appropriate Out-of-School
project themes and activities.
– to fulfil a strategy of continuity across transition from
primary to post primary.
– to allow for career and professional development of staff.
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2. Out-of-School Services: Bridging Health and
Education Needs
QDOSS recognises that educators, community, childcare
and youth workers have a key role in the promotion of
psychological and physical wellbeing and that there is a
need for a coordinated strategy across schools and Outof-School services to bridge health and education needs
of children, including mental health needs.
Continuity and Nutrition
Current challenges with regard to the issue of nutrition
include:
– the need for structures and funding to be in place to
ensure continuity of service to children across
breakfast clubs and after-school provision so that a
regular. pattern is established, i.e. that they are 4–5
days a week and not 2 days a week.
– the need for development of a strategy of cooking skills
for pupils and to maximise parental involvement in
targeted life skills training for children and young people.
– the need for a State strategy to build kitchens in all
new school buildings and to develop kitchen facilities
in existing facilities.
Out-of-School Services and Social and Emotional
Development
QDOSS recognises the central importance of social and
emotional criteria for the needs of children and young
people in the referral process and the importance that
Out-of-School services provide an environment to feel
and be safe, develop their own thoughts, explore feelings,
learn to develop friendship, learn how to handle
interpersonal conflict and that children and young people
are given time to relax and play.

How best to facilitate recognition by schools, Out-ofSchool services and private providers of the nonacademic benefits of Out-of-School projects and their
contribution to children and young people’s wellbeing
and to enjoyment of learning?
QDOSS recognises the positive effects of Out-of-School
projects:
– to help students to develop their self-esteem and build
resilience.
– to overcome fear of failure or being ridiculed.
– to overcome the danger of ‘fatalism’ at a community
level, in other words the feeling that ‘nothing can be done’.
– to develop positive peer and adult relationships.
QDOSS recognises that Out-of-School projects are
complementary to therapeutic intervention and that a
proportion of pupils and students at risk of early school
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leaving require therapeutic intervention. However, Out-ofSchool services are clearly not adequate as a substitute
for therapeutic intervention. QDOSS recognises the need
for a national strategy to develop community based
multidisciplinary teams1, intervening at a family as well as
individual level, that can also work onsite in schools and
with Out-of-School services.
QDOSS notes that such teams would be a key
complementary service to Out-of-School projects – and
need to be developed throughout socio-economically
disadvantaged areas in Ireland.
QDOSS recognises that a vital feature of drug use prevention
is the development of social and emotional skills.

How can Out-of-School projects work with schools
and other local services to support the National Drugs
Strategy 2 regarding prevention?
Out-of-School Services as Part of a Holistic
Approach to Prevention of and Intervention in
Bullying in School
QDOSS advocates collaboration between schools, Outof-School projects and other local services to target
bullying. There is a need for continuity of approaches
across contexts, and sharing good practice.
3. Out-of-School Services: Contribution to Development
of School Climate
QDOSS recognises the need for exploration with all
schools and Out-of-School services about the potential to
collaborate in order to contribute to a supportive school climate
as a key protective factor against early school leaving.
Out-of-School Services and a Democratic School
Climate in Teacher-Student Relations
QDOSS recognises the potential for collaboration between
Out-of-School services, schools and other local and
national services to enhance positive adult/student
relations in schools. Echoing Barnardos’ (2006) ‘Making
the Grade’ document 3, QDOSS believes there is a need
for a State strategy for increased investment at in-service
and pre-service on developing teachers’ conflict
resolution skills and constructivist teaching methodologies
at post primary level in particular.
QDOSS recognises that successful Out-of-School services
involve children and young people fully in service and
activity planning and the implementation of both. Key
issues include:
– the establishment of structures for pupil/student
representation across all schools both at primary and
post primary level.

– the establishment of structures for children and young
people’s representation in the running of the Out-ofSchool services.
QDOSS notes that increased opportunity for active pupil
involvement and participation can bring benefits to
psychological wellbeing, to pupil motivation and learning,
and give expression to rights of the child to be consulted
on issues regarding their own welfare.
How much genuine consultation with children and
young people takes place, rather than simply token
gesture consultation that amounts to cooptation?
How developed are peer mentoring systems?
QDOSS recognises that developing sense of involvement
and ownership applies to the physical environment of the
school and classroom, and also applies to the physical
location of the Out-of-School project itself.
Out-of-School Services: Children and Young People’s
Aspirations for their Future
QDOSS recognises the need to explore the potential role that
Out-of-School projects can play in informal discussions
with pupils at later primary level and post primary students
about their hopes and aspirations for the future.
A More Holistic Approach to Behavioural Issues
than Suspensions
QDOSS recognises the limitations of suspensions as an
effective strategy and the need for a more holistic approach
to behavioural issues.
The question arises as to how Out-of-School services can
be supported to fulfil their potential for providing a key role
in alternative approaches to suspension through helping
to provide an individualised learning and support plan.
4. Out-of-School Services: A Key Resource in
Culturally Relevant Curriculum Implementation
Curriculum: Centrality of the Arts in
Out-of-School Services
QDOSS recognises that the arts help both with employing
culturally relevant materials to improve literacy and with
personal expression to overcome fear of failure often
associated with literacy issues. Key challenges include:
How widely are the creative and visual arts used in
school and Out-of-School services for emotional
expression and development, as well as in developing
self-esteem, problem solving and conflict resolution skills?
In schools and Out-of-School services how widely is
drama, as well as other artistic media, employed as part
of an integrated approach to developing literacy skills?

1 For further development of this theme, see Downes, P. (2004). Psychological support services for Ballyfermot: Present and Future. URBAN, Ballyfermot.
2 National Drugs Strategy 2001–2008 (2001). Building on Experience. Department of Tourism, Sport & Recreation.
3 Barnardos (2006), Making the Grade. Dublin: Barnardos.
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Curriculum: Literacy
QDOSS recognises the central importance of supporting
adult and community education, of the need for the State
to allocate a dedicated family literacy budget as part of
promoting parental involvement in enhancing children’s
literacy. Current challenges include:
– the need for school libraries to be adequately
resourced and promoted so that they are an
accessible student and family friendly facility.
– the need for these libraries be developed as a resource
within the community to promote community based
literacy programmes.
– the need for provision of more culturally appropriate
books, materials and assessments in the classroom
and schools to assist children from different ethnic
minority groups.
– the need for strategies to be put in place to empower
parents whose first language is not English or Irish so
that they can be involved in their children’s education.
Curriculum: SPHE (Social, Personal and Health
Education), School Climate and Continuity
QDOSS recognises the potential for exploration of the
role of primary teachers, Out-of-School service providers
and other local services in providing feedback to post
primary school teachers (and vice-versa) about:
– what has and has not worked in creating a supportive
climate of trust for pupils.
– pupil needs and expectations which need to be
sustained at post primary level to minimise the culture
‘shock’ of acclimatisation to second level.

Is there a strategy of continuity between local primary
and post primary schools, in conjunction with Out-ofSchool services, regarding implementation in practice
of Social, Personal and Health Education?
5. Community Development Principles and
Out-of-School Services
QDOSS recognises the need for Out-of-School projects
to state their commitment to adopting principles of
community development.

In socio-economically disadvantaged areas, how well
in practice do local Out-of-School services adopt
principles of community development, such as
representation of local people on service management
structures and commitment to local capacity building
through employment of local people?

QDOSS recognises that collaboration between schools
and community agencies in tackling social exclusion
involves developing, managing, delivering, funding and
evaluating activities and is different from simply ‘contracting
out’ interventions.
How well developed are strategies to develop
communication and collaboration between schools,
Out-of-School projects and other local services, while
respecting the professional boundaries of each?
How much is the school available to the community as
a local resource4?
How can obstacles be overcome to the school being
made available to the community as a local resource,
obstacles such as insurance and funding for
caretakers after school hours?
Is there to be a State strategy to require that new
school buildings be consistently available as a
resource for the local community?
Out-of-School Projects and Ethnic Minorities
QDOSS recognises the need to ensure that Out-ofSchool services, schools and other community services
are genuinely inclusive settings for all students who take
part, including ethnic minorities.
How well developed is mentoring between Irish
students and foreign nationals, as well as with
students from the Travelling Community, whether at
school or Out-of-School service level?
How inclusive are local services, including Out-of-School
projects, with regard to employment of staff who are
from a range of ethnic minorities living in the area?
QDOSS recognises the importance of developing community
leaders, including accredited community leaders, from a
range of ethnic minority groups living in the local area.

There is a clear need
to develop national and
local strategies for active
collaboration with ethnic
minorities in the planning of
interventions targeting the
needs of adults and children
from their ethnic groups.

4 The need to ‘make the school a focal point of community education’ was emphasised by the Statutory Committee on Educational
Disadvantage (2005) in its report, Moving beyond educational disadvantage 2002–2005. Dublin: DES.
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Out-of-School Projects and Parental Involvement
as Part of a Community Development Strategy
QDOSS recognises that Out-of-School projects have a
role to play in conjunction with other services in developing
parent to parent mentoring.
How well established are programmes in which
parents become partners and mentors for each other,
facilitated by schools and community services, for
example with regard to speech and language, literacy
and behavioural management issues?
How well developed is the role of Out-of-School
projects in developing pupils’ and students’ pride in
their local community and sense of contribution to the
local community and wider world?
How well developed is public recognition at a community
level for youth achievements to publicly validate the
talents and voices of children and young people?
6. Evaluation: Structural, Process and Outcome
Indicators
QDOSS recognises the need for a sufficiently broad
approach to evaluation of Out-of-School services that
includes structural, process and outcome indicators.

Key challenges for evaluation include the following issues:
Are qualitative methods and specifically process-oriented
approaches to evaluation given sufficient importance in
evaluation?
Are contextual factors that cannot be experimentally or
statistically controlled given sufficient importance in
evalu\ation?
How best to ensure that evaluation recognises the
importance of reaching the most marginalised children
and young people?
How best to ensure that Out-of-School services which
work with those most alienated from the educational
system are not merely to be narrowly assessed with
regard to outcome indicators?
How cognisant are evaluations of the role of service
users beliefs and values in shaping outcomes?
QDOSS recognises that self-evaluation is a systematic
process involving all management, staff, parents and children.
Furthermore, QDOSS recognises the cyclical pattern which
involves design, implementation, evaluation, modification
and implementation.
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Suzanne Bouffard, Priscilla Little and Heather Weiss build a research-based case that a
network of supports, with out-of-school time programmes as a key component, are
critical to positive learning and developmental outcomes for children and youth.

B U I L D I N G & E VA L U AT I N G

OUT-OF-SCHOOL

time

connections

SUZANNE BOUFFARD Project Manager • PRISCILLA LITTLE Associate Director
HEATHER WEISS Founder and Director, Harvard Family Research Project
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Child Links
For decades, research and programmes for youth in the United
States focused on two primary contexts: schools and families.
However, recent research shows that American youth spend
the majority of their time outside of the school hours, and as
they enter adolescence, they also spend less time with their
families1. Cultural factors, such as a rise in maternal
employment, have increased the demand for safe and positive
settings for children while their parents work. Due to these
and other factors, millions of American children now attend a
variety of structured out-of-school time (OST) programmes.
The term ‘out-of-school time’ refers to a range of structured
activities and programmes that serve school-age children and
adolescents (ages 5–19). It includes programmes and activities
that take place after school, before school, on weekends, and
during the summer and that occur in a variety of settings, including
community-based organisations, schools, and universities. What
these programmes have in common is that they are structured
(as opposed to informal or ‘drop-in’ formats), supervised by
adults, and provide enriching opportunities outside of the
school hours in areas such as arts, sports, and academics.
Research and evaluation evidence is mounting that OST
programmes can keep young people safe, support working
families, and improve academic achievement and social
development. OST programmes have also gained increased
attention and funding in public policies, particularly as
research has demonstrated the academic benefits of these
programmes. For example, federal funding for OST programmes
and other supplementary education services is included in
the No Child Left Behind Act, a major piece of education
legislation that has driven national education reform in the
past five years.
OST programmes are now in the spotlight more than ever before
due to calls for nonschool services to address achievement gaps
between socioeconomic and ethnic groups, interest in promoting
‘21st century skills’ such as critical thinking and technological
fluency, and the upcoming reauthorisation process for the No
Child Left Behind Act. Recent research studies continue to
contribute to the growing evidence base about the benefits of
OST programmes for youth.2 Policymakers and the public see
the value of OST programmes, and parents report continued
unmet demand for services.3 All of these trends make the
case for continued investments in OST – not only in services
for children and youth, but also in continued research and
evaluation to support knowledge development and best practices.
1 Larson, R.W., & Verma, S. (1999). How children and adolescents spend time across the world:
Work, play and developmental opportunities. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 701–736.
2 Lauer, P.A., Akiba, M. Wilkerson, S.B., Apthorp, H.S., Snow, D., & Martin-Glenn, M.L. (2006). Outof-school time programs: A metaanalysis of effects for at-risk students. Review of Educational Research,
76,275–313; Mahoney, J.L.,Lord, H., & Carryl, E. (2005). Afterschool program participation and the
development of child obesity and peer acceptance. Applied Developmental Science, 9, 202–215; Zief,
S.G., LLauver, S., & Maynard, R.A. (2006). Impacts of after-school programs on student outcomes: A
systematic review for the Campbell Collaboration. Philadelphia: Campbell Collaboration.
3 Afterschool Alliance. (2004). America After 3pm. Washington: Author; Duffet, A., Johnson, J.,
Farkas, S., Kung, S., & Ott, A. (2004). All work and no play? Listening to what kids and parents really
want from out-of-school time. New York: Public Agenda.

Research and evaluation investments over the past several
years have moved researchers, practitioners, and
policymakers beyond the question of whether OST
programmes matter for youth to questions about why,
how, and for whom these programmes matter and matter
most. There has been a growing emphasis on understanding
and promoting quality in OST programmes. Increased
investments in quality are evident in the growth of
quality standards and assessment tools, professional
development and resources for programme staff, and
new research and evaluation studies. Stakeholders of all
backgrounds now acknowledge that youth need access
to not just any programmes, but to well-designed, highquality programmes. In fact, recent research shows that
poor-quality programmes potentially can do harm to
participants.4
The emerging consensus on what constitutes quality includes
positive staff-youth relationships; opportunities for skill-building
and mastery; opportunities for youth engagement, voice, and
decision making; and positive peer relationships. A crosscutting theme among findings on quality is that connections
matter. Relationships among staff, schools, families, youth,
and communities are crucial. In addition, access to and equity
of participation are critical issues and require the collaborative
efforts of many stakeholders.5 Intentional linkages among the
many settings and institutions in which youth learn and grow
can improve recruitment and retention, contribute to
programme quality, and promote better youth outcomes.6
COMPLEMENTARY LEARNING

Such linkages are at the heart of what the Harvard Family
Research Project (HFRP) calls complementary learning.
Complementary learning occurs when two or more institutions
intentionally link with each other to improve learning and
developmental outcomes for children and youth. These
institutions include families, early childhood programmes,
schools, OST programmes and activities, higher education,
health and social service agencies, businesses, libraries,
museums, and other community-based institutions.
Many after-school programmes link with schools by aligning
curricula and sharing resources. Head Start and other early
childhood programmes connect with families through outreach
and parenting workshops. Comprehensive initiatives like the
4 Mahony, J. L., Stattin, H., & Lord, H. (2004). Unstructured youth recreation centre participation and
antisocial behavior development: Selection influences and the moderating role of antisocial peers.
International Journal of Behavioral Development, 28, 553–560.
5 Weiss, H.B., Little, P.M.D., & Bouffard, S.M. (2005). More than just being there: Balancing the
participation equation. New Directions for Youth Development, 105, 15–32.
6 Lauver, S., Little, P.M.D., & Weiss, H.B. (2004). Moving beyond the barriers: Attracting and sustaining
youth participation in out-of-school time programs. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Research Project;
Vandell, D.L. Reisner, E.R., Brown, B. B., Dadisman, K., Pierce, K.M., Lee, D., et al. (2005). The study
of promising after-school programmes: Examination of intermediate outcomes in year 2. Madison, WI:
Wisconsin Center for Education Research; Intercultural Center for Research in Education and the
National Institute on Out-of-School Time. (2005). Pathways to success for youth: What counts in afterschool: Massachusetts After-School Research Study (MARS) report. Boston, MA: United Way of
Massachusetts Bay.
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Harlem Children’s Zone in New York City link many services
for children, youth, and families under one umbrella.
Complementary learning can include linkages of many different
types and scopes. Stakeholders may aim to achieve one strong
linkage, several linkages of varying degrees, or a comprehensive
system of supports. What is common to these approaches is
that they all have an intentional strategy for linking multiple
nonschool supports with each other and with schools in the
service of shared goals for improving child and youth outcomes.
The complementary learning framework is part of a larger,
more cohesive agenda for improving learning and development.
For decades, researchers have acknowledged the importance
of supports across multiple contexts in children’s lives.7 Recent
research has also begun to account for the constellation of
settings and activities within the OST hours8 and the fact that
different settings provide different developmental opportunities.9
Just as schools cannot do it alone,10 OST programmes are
necessary but not solely sufficient to support learning and
development. Rather, they are one integral part of families’
lives, of communities, and of education. Operating from a
complementary learning framework can lead OST programmes
to be intentional about how they connect with these other
institutions. Through complementary learning, OST programmes
can build shared missions and goals with other institutions,
share resources and ideas, build stakeholder buy-in, and provide
more coordinated services. They can build linkages – with
schools, families, community-based institutions, and higher
education – that are equal to more than the sum of their parts.
Complementary learning initiatives are growing – and so is
the evidence that they have tangible benefits for youth,
families, and communities. Recent research, much of it from
the OST arena, points to the benefits of linking many different
institutions and supports. Below, we describe recent research
on linkages between OST programmes and initiatives and
other complementary learning agents. Each type of linkage
has unique goals and implementation challenges. However,
all types of linkages are associated with a common set of
benefits, including recruitment and retention, improved
programme quality, and academic and social benefits. After
reviewing the research on these benefits and on how to
facilitate each type of linkage, we describe how multiple
linkages can be integrated into a cohesive network of supports,
which goes beyond two-way partnerships to a full vision of
complementary learning.
7 Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977) Toward an experimental ecology of human development. American
Psychologist, 32, 513–531.
8 Vandell, Reisner, Brown, Dadisman, Pierce, Lee, et al., 2005
9 Hansen, D., Larson, R, & Dworkin, J. (2003). What adolescents learn in organised youth activities: A
survey of self-reported developmental experiences. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 13, 25–56.
10 Gordon, E.W., Brigdlall, B.L., & Meroe, A.S. (2004) . Supplementary education: The hidden
curriculum of high academic achievement. Lanhan, MD: Rowman & Littlefield; Rothstein, R. (2005)
Class and schools: using social, economic, and educational reform to close the black white achievement
gap. Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute.
11 Birmingham, J., Pechman, E.M., Russell, C. A., & Mielke, M. (2005). Shared features of high-
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OST–SCHOOL LINKAGES
The Goals. In the context of a national dialogue about improving
academic achievement and reducing achievement gaps, there
is widespread interest in linking OST programmes with schools.
Such linkages can facilitate continuity of academic goals and
approaches, provide remediation and enrichment, present
academic content in nontraditional and experiential ways, and
address implementation challenges by promoting resourcesharing. OST–school linkages come in many varieties.
For example, programmes share staff, resources, and
curricula; encourage regular communication between
programme and school staff; align goals and curricula to state
and school standards; and coordinate their academic content
with school work.
The Benefits. Recent research supports the benefits of
OST–school linkages. Several studies have found that such
linkages are one of the common characteristics of highquality, high-performing OST programmes. Youth whose OST
programmes are linked with their schools demonstrate better
academic and social outcomes.11 For example, one recent study
found that when programme staff had positive relationships
with school principals, youth demonstrated greater improvements
in homework completion, initiative-taking, peer relationships,
and positive behaviours.12 OST–school linkages are also a
successful strategy for recruitment.13 For example, schoolbased programmes often eliminate transportation barriers, and
many programmes rely on school staff to identify eligible youth.
Tackling the Challenges. Despite the potential benefits of
OST–school links, many programmes find that linking with
schools is challenging14 and some express concern about
replicating the school day after school. However, recent
initiatives aim to tackle implementation challenges and many
new resources, as featured throughout this issue, share
strategies for linking OST with school in ways that are
engaging, effective, and sustainable.
OST–FAMILY LINKAGES
The Goals. Facilitating positive relationships between families
and OST programmes is increasingly a focus of both practice
and research. Many programmes target a range of goals to
engage and support families,15 and some new evaluation
studies report rates of parent involvement (e.g., the Citizen
Schools evaluation). One unique advantage is that OST–family
linkages can provide an additional entry point for families to
the many institutions in which their children learn. For example
performing after-school programs: A follow-up to the TASC evaluation. Washington, DC: Policy Studies
Associates; Russell, C.A., & Reisner, E.R. (with Johnson, J.C., Rouk, Ü., & White, R.N.). (2005).
Supporting social and cognitive growth among disadvantaged middle-grades students in TASC afterschool projects. Washington DC: Policy Studies Associates.
12 Intercultural Centre for Research in Education and the National Institute on Out-of-School Time, 2005.
13 Arbreton, A.J.A., Sheldon, J., & Herrera, C. (2005) Beyond safe havens: A synthesis of 20 years of
research on the Boys & Girls Clubs. Philadelphia: Public/Private Ventures; Lauver, Little, & Weiss, 2004.
14 Miller, 2003
15 Weiss, A.R., & Brigham, R.A. (2003). The family participation in after-school study. Boston, MA:
Institute for Responsive Education.
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OST staff can serve as liaisons between families and schools
and between families and social service providers.
The Benefits. As with OST–school linkages, positive
relationships between programmes and families are one of
the common features of high-quality programmes16 and have
multiple benefits. Families play an important role in determining
whether youth participate in programmes.17 A new study from
HFRP shows that youth are more likely to participate when
their parents are engaged in their lives and schooling, and are
less likely to participate when their parents show low levels of
support, involvement, and cognitive stimulation. OST–family
linkages benefit not only youth but family members. They can
increase family involvement in education, which is associated
with improved academic achievement, and are associated
with improved family relationships.18
Tackling the Challenges. In addition to providing evidence
that connections with families matter, recent research and
evaluation provide the following lessons and strategies for
developing such connections: create programme environments
and events that welcome families19; support families’ needs
as well as youth’s; communicate and build trusting relationships
with families; respect cultural diversity; hire and develop a
family-focused staff reflective of the parent population; and
build linkages between families, schools, and communities
(e.g., by serving as a liaison between parents and school staff
and by involving the Parent Teacher Association). This
research demonstrates that OST–family linkages are feasible
and need not require extensive resources. For example, one
of the most common ways for staff to engage families is to
initiate frequent informal conversations at pick-up time.20
OST–COMMUNITY LINKAGES
The Goals. The category of ‘community’ is broader than
those of ‘school’ and ‘family,’ and we use the term inclusively.
JAN PERRIN Information & Advice Person, HSE Dublin Mid-Leinster
Community includes neighbourhoods – both their organisations
and individual members; youth-related services and agencies
(e.g., the Department of Social Services, community health
clinics, etc.); businesses; and cultural institutions, such as
museums, libraries, and arts centers. By linking with these
organisations, OST programmes can avoid overlap of services,
provide more choices for youth,21 and can leverage resources.
For example, businesses provide financial support, volunteers,
and apprenticeship opportunities; cultural institutions contribute

innovative programming and field trip sites; and neighbourhood
organisations provide feedback and guidance on the support
their members want and need. A unique goal of OST–community
linkages is to promote better outcomes not just for youth, but
also for other community members and institutions.
The Benefits. There is less research on the benefits of
OST–community connections than on the other linkages
described above. However, similar themes are emerging
about quality and recruitment, and a few key studies have
shaped our understanding of relationships between OST and
communities. For example, we know that neighbourhoods
exert an influence on youth participation. Lower participation
rates among low-income children are largely explained by the
fact that they tend to live in disadvantaged, under-resourced
neighbourhoods.22 They are also partly explained by the
influence of neighbourhood conditions on parenting behaviours
and strategies: Parents in more dangerous neighbourhoods
are more restrictive of their children’s activities and less likely to
enroll them in OST activities.23 At the same time, community
factors can have potentially positive effects on participation –
for example, by serving as target recruitment areas for youth
and staff.24 Some cities, like New York and Providence, are
tracking the availability of OST experiences by neighbourhood,
in order to target resources and recruitment efforts accordingly,
and to connect the most in-need youth with services. Other
potential benefits of OST–community linkages include
helping community members to work together, and integrating
OST programmes into the fabric of the community.
Tackling the Challenges. Evaluation studies show that OST
programmes can link with community institutions in many
ways and that thinking creatively about these linkages can
leverage additional resources. For example, cultural institutions
such as museums and libraries can provide innovative and
efficient programming. An initial report from the Public
Libraries as Partners in Youth Development initiative
concluded that structured programmes that train youth to
work in libraries cannot only promote youth and workforce
development, but can also benefit the community by
increasing adults’ awareness of, positive views about, and
leadership around issues affecting youth.25 Research is also
beginning to emerge on the positive role of linkages between
OST programmes and community businesses. Although

17 Lauver, Little, & Weiss, 2004

21 Policy Studies Associates. (2006). Everyone plays: A review of research on the integration of sports
and physical activity into out-of-school time programmes. Washington, DC: Author.

18 US Department of Education, Office of the Under Secretary. (2003). When schools stay open late:
The national evaluation of the 21st-Century Learning Centers programme, first year findings.
Washington, DC: Author.

22 Wimer, C., & Dearing, E. (2005). Selection into out-of-school time activities: The role of family
contexts within and across neighbourhoods. Poster session submitted to Society for Research on
Adolescence 2006 Bienniel Meeting, San Francisco, CA.

19 Kakli, Z., Kreider, H., & Little, P.M.D. (2006). Focus on Families! How to build and supprt familycentered practices in after school. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Family Reserach Project, United Way of
Massachusetts Bay, and BOSTnet; Weiss, A.R., & Brigham, R.A. (2003). The family participation in
after-school study. Boston, MA: Institute for Responsive Education.

23 Furstenberg, F. F., Jr., Cook, T.D., Eccles, J., & Elder, G. H. (1998) Managing to make it: Urban
families and adolescent success. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

16 Vandell, Reisner, Brown, Dadisman, Pierce, Lee, et al., 2005.

20 Weiss & Brigham, 2003

24 Lauver, Little, & Weiss, 2004.
25 Spielberger, J., Horton, C., & Michels, L. (2004) New on the shelf: Teens in the library. Chicago:
University of Chicago, Chapin Hall Center for Children.
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research on this topic is new, connections between OST and
businesses are not, and they have long served as an important
complementary learning linkage.26
OST–HIGHER EDUCATION LINKAGES
The Goals. Complementary learning means not only linking
multiple supports at a single point in time, but linking over
time. As such, one of the functions of complementary
learning is to facilitate smooth transitions across
developmental stages and contexts – from preschool to
kindergarten, from elementary school to middle school, and
from high school to college. Linkages between OST and
universities can facilitate the postsecondary transition by
educating youth about their options for the future and
preparing them to apply to and succeed in college.
The Benefits. In a recent ACT survey of eighth through
tenth graders (ages 13–16), 78% of respondents reported
that extracurricular activities were helpful in exploring
postsecondary opportunities.27 A survey in Rhode Island found
that adolescents were interested in OST opportunities that are
focused on ‘future goals and aspirations.’28 Some OST
programmes help youth begin this exploration and preparation
process early on, in middle school or even elementary
school, which is critical for ensuring that college aspirations
become a reality.29 OST–university linkages also provide
other benefits to programmes, including staff and volunteers,
curriculum advice, and evaluation support.
MULTIPLE LINKAGES: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
The growing research base cited above makes a strong case
for many of the single-link components of complementary
learning. However, complementary learning is broader than
just bidirectional linkages between two institutions. It is a
framework that includes a network of linkages. This is a
unique contribution of complementary learning that distinguishes
it from partnerships and other two-way connections.
Understanding and acknowledging the constellation of
possible complementary learning linkages can allow
stakeholders to assess their current work within a larger
vision and to help them reflect on and strategise about ways
to build their linkages moving forward. Likewise, complementary
learning linkages vary not only in their constellation, but also
along dimensions such as depth or innovation. Consider a
complementary learning example with one strong and innovative
link with a focused objective, such as the Providence
Children’s Museum’s family programme (see page 15).
Then consider a different example from New York City or

New Jersey, where large-scale comprehensive initiatives are
emerging that link OST programmes with communities,
cultural institutions, schools, families, and other contexts.30 All of
these examples fit within the complementary learning framework.
BEYOND THE TUNNEL SERIES
The Youth Transitions Funders Group released a series of two
publications in 2005 addressing the way that youth-serving
institutions contribute to distinct inequities for low-income,
urban youth of colour. The Typology of the Tunnel Problem brief
identifies four cross-cutting factors that harm at-risk youth: service
tunnels, lack of communication, unclear roles and responsibilities,
and shifting problem cases elsewhere. The School-to-Prison
Pipeline brief unpacks these factors and highlights promising
practices that connect youth-serving institutions.
Read the Beyond the Tunnel briefs online at:
www.ytfg.org/knowledge_papers.html.
COMPLEMENTARY LEARNING
Activities and Programmes
Learning Points Associates has begun a complementary
learning database, which collects information on high-quality
nonschool programmes and innovations that complement
school day activities. To be included, programmes and activities
must demonstrate that they enhance participants’ engagement,
build participant capacity for improved outcomes, and offer
continuity in their services. To access the database, visit:
www.learningpt.org/page.php?pageID=212
Evaluating OST Connections
Amid these strides, the OST field faces a new challenge:
building and evaluating OST linkages to create the connections
that are necessary for turning knowledge and experience into
quality and sustainability of OST programming. As the
availability and sophistication of OST research and evaluation
grows, there is more need than ever before to make connections
across research and evaluation efforts, to connect the many
stakeholders working to improve the nonschool-hours
experiences for youth, and to connect research with policy
and practice. These needs are reflected in two of the key
tasks facing the OST field today: to build systems of support
for OST and to promote effective connections between the
many settings in which children and youth learn, including
schools, OST programmes, community institutions, and families.
As we and others continue to document examples of
complementary learning initiatives around the country,
developing new evaluation approaches and conducting more

26 Mitchell, L. (2005). Increasing the bottom line by supporting families. The Evaluation Exchange, 11(1), 15.
27 Wimberly, G.L., & Noeth, R.J. (2005). College readiness begins in middle school: ACT policy report, Iowa City, IA: ACT.
28 Forum for Youth Investment (2003). High school after-school: What is it? What might it be? Why is it important? Washington, DC: Author.
29 Wimberly & Noeth, 2005.
30 For information on the evaluations of the New York Department of Youth and Child Development’s OST initiative and the New Jersey After 3 initiative, visit the Policy Studies Associates website at
www.policystudies.com/studies/indexyouth.html.
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assessment are critical to our understanding of how, when,
and under what conditions linkages between OST programmes
and other institutions can add value to learning and
development. Of particular interest and need are evaluations
of multiple linkages – that is, initiatives that intentionally connect
more than two institutions.
This work raises several challenging evaluation questions that
require researchers, evaluators, and other stakeholders to
think creatively about evaluation in order to learn important
implementation lessons and to evaluate effectiveness and
added value:
With multiple components, how can the value-added of
each institution and linkage be evaluated individually and
collectively? In other words, is the whole greater than the
sum of the parts?
What would a theory of change for an evaluation of a
multicomponent complementary learning effort look like?
What would be the shared goals of a multicomponent
complementary learning effort?
How can existing self-assessment tools help programmes
to evaluate and improve their complementary learning
efforts? How can they be modified to accommodate a
complementary learning approach?
Can OST programmes and initiatives support school
reform efforts? And, if so, how?
As the articles in this issue demonstrate, research and
evaluation have played a critical part in the growth of OST
programmes and improvements in programme quality. Over
the past several years, the field has benefited from increasingly
sophisticated research methods and knowledge. The value of
research and evaluation for the field is clear, and the role of
evaluation for both continuous programme improvement and
accountability is now well established. The field has learned
valuable lessons from both large-scale rigorous studies and
small-scale programme evaluation and is actively applying

this knowledge to policy and practice. As this article has
documented, one clear lesson from a decade of research is
that just as ‘schools can’t do it alone,’ neither can OST
programmes. However, there is growing consensus that a
rich network of supports – one that includes OST programmes
along with families and community-based organisations – can
make a difference. In the coming months, Harvard Family
Research Project will continue to document places where
OST connections, especially between after-school programmes
and schools, are strong, effective, and replicable.
FAMILIES TOGETHER
Begun in 1992, the Families Together programme is a
collaborative effort between the Providence Children’s
Museum and the Rhode Island Department of Children, Youth,
and Families (DCYF) that helps ‘build and rebuild’ families
through a variety of visitation programmes. Families Together
supports healthy homes for youth who are in foster care by
connecting family clinicians based at the museum with youth,
parents, and foster caretakers. Guided family visitations connect
parents and youth who have been separated by the courts
and for whom reunification is a goal by using museum visits
as a vehicle to build parenting skills and foster health relationships.
In addition, pre-adoptive visitations at the museum provide a
safe and enriching space for potential adoptive families and
youth to get to know one another. Other visits can be
scheduled with museum therapists or DCYF caseworkers.

For more information, visit:
www.childrenmuseum.org/htdocs/familiestogether.html.
Suzanne Bouffard Project Manager, HFRP.
suzanne_bouffard@harvard.edu
Priscilla Little Associate Director, HFRP.
littlepr@gse.harvard.edu
Heather Weiss Founder and Director, HFRP.
hfrp@gse.harvard.edu
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SUPPORTING
A N

E M E R G I N G

school-age
childcare sector
MARY MOLONEY Co-ordinator, Limerick City Childcare Committee

Childcare provision has been the subject of much attention and debate in Ireland over
the last two decades. However, attention has previously focused on the care and education
needs of the pre-school child. An emerging focus on the care needs of older children is
now gathering momentum as increasing numbers of women are entering the Irish labour
market as a direct result of changing demographic patterns together with economic growth.
According to figures from the Central Statistics Office
(CSO) released in November 2006, female employment
rates exceed 60% with the highest employment rate
recorded in the 25–34 year age group where 75.8% of
females were in employment. It is expected that demand for
school-age childcare services will significantly increase into

14

the future. Figures available from the CSO in 2003 indicate
that 67,500 families of primary school children availed of
non-parental childcare for their children of which 46% used
unpaid relatives, 32% used paid carers, 14% used paid
relatives, 6% availed of crèches and 2% used other
childcare facilities.

Child Links
In common with similar patterns throughout Europe and the
United States, growth in school-age childcare programmes
continues to increase in response to parental demands for
safe, supervised environments for children during their out of
school time (Beckett et al, 2001, Gayl, 2004, Hollister, 2003, Halpern, 2000, 2004)
to bridge the gap between the end of the traditional school
day and when parents are available to pick their children up
after work, training or educational commitments. Supervision
during school holiday periods and other extended school
breaks is also essential.
School-age childcare encompasses a wide range of
programmes for children that occur before school, after
school and during the summer period and other school
breaks. Service provision includes breakfast clubs, afterschool clubs, holiday schemes and summer camps. Such
programmes can be managed in a number of different ways
such as voluntary committees, boards of management,
private individuals and schools.
The childcare landscape in Ireland has been significantly
altered by the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme
(EOCP) 2000–2006, resulting in a major increase in the provision
of early or pre-school childcare places. However, there has
not been a parallel increase in the provision of places to cater
for the childcare needs of the school-age child outside of
school hours (Government of Ireland, 2005, OECD, 2004, OECD, 2006).
School-age childcare, therefore, is an emerging sector in the
Irish context, providing both challenge and opportunity for
those already working or intending to work with children in
school-age settings. The ways in which these services
develop and the experiences of children (either positive or
negative) within these settings will impact on children’s
development and learning.
In Ireland, pre-school services are regulated through the
(Pre-school services) Regulations, 2006 (to come into
effect in September 2007). No such regulations exist to
support the development of the emerging school-age
childcare sector or to provide guidance and support for staff
working with older children. School-age childcare services
are currently self-regulated, resulting in a variety of standards
across service provision as the demand for school-age
childcare increases.
Research indicates that quality school-age programmes provide
safe, challenging and fun environments for children during
non-school hours (Fashola, 1998, Bumgarner, 1999, Noam et al, 2003, Halpern,
1999, 2000, 2004). Children are said to derive many benefits
from attending school-age settings such as opportunities to:
Socialise and enjoy time with friends
Relax

Play
Develop new skills and interests
Participate in physical activity
Participate in both structured and non-structured activities
Do homework
Improve interpersonal and social skills
Build on what they have learned during the school day
Learn about themselves and their worlds
Improve academic achievement
Quality programmes facilitate and support children to
develop the skills required to live and function in
society such as confidence, autonomy and self esteem.
Children’s development and learning is shaped by their
experiences in a range of contexts that include home and
family, peers, pre-school, school, school-age childcare settings
and the wider community. According to Eccles (1999),
children must have successful experiences in a range of
settings so that they develop a healthy view of themselves,
their competencies and a positive attitude toward learning.
Children’s experiences in school-age settings are an
essential element in this process.
Middle childhood (7–11 years) and early adolescence (12–14
years) represents a time of great change in children’s lives as
they begin to experience and learn about a world outside the
security of family. They are struggling to identify themselves,
as they become more independent and self-aware. It is
important to remember that children in this 7-year age span
may attend school-age settings. This poses many challenges
for staff to understand the differing developmental needs,
abilities and competencies of each age group, and to respond
to those needs by developing a range of appropriate activities
that challenge and engage children as they progress through
each stage of development.
Research suggests that staff must be creative and flexible
about how activities are developed so that programmes provide
opportunities to add to the knowledge and skills that children
are already acquiring (Diedrich et al, 2005, Swendiman and Fager, 1999).
It is often through our work with children that we begin to
realise our strengths and weaknesses when gaps in our
knowledge become apparent. Recognising and acknowledging
any such gap is the key to our own personal development,
enabling us to identify the supports and resources necessary
to help us to work more effectively with children.
Ongoing consultation with those working in the school-age
sector shows that many staff feel ill equipped to respond to
children in this older age group and lack the knowledge and
confidence to develop and implement challenging activities.
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LIMERICK CITY CHILDCARE COMMITTEE
In an attempt to support this emerging sector, Limerick City
Childcare Committee has developed a suite of resources
aimed at providing advice, guidance and support for
managers, staff, students and volunteers. These resources
are focused on raising awareness of the need to develop
quality standards and practices within the sector, to develop
and implement effective policies and procedures and the
absolute necessity of planning, implementing and evaluating
programme quality. Each resource is based on the principle
of ‘Actively listening to children’s voices’ and strongly
recommends that children are included in all aspects of
programme planning and evaluation.
‘School’s Out’
The first of the resources, ‘School’s Out’, a practice manual
for providers with an accompanying DVD, was produced in
2004. The purpose of ‘School’s Out’ is to help those
working in the school-age sector to become more effective
in planning, implementing and evaluating programmes of
activities for children aged from 4 to 12 years.
A knowledge of child development is central to understanding
children’s needs. It is essential to look at the world from their
perspective and respond to children’s individual needs within
the childcare setting. ‘School’s Out’ provides a comprehensive
overview of child development, together with guidelines on
programme planning and exploring elements of best
practice. It also includes a range of ideas, suggestions,
helpful tips and examples of activities and templates that will
be of benefit to school-age childcare providers, staff and to
students interested in working in the school-age sector.
Quality within childcare services does not happen by chance,
it requires commitment, time, practice and patience. Quality
development is dependent upon a range of stakeholders
working together, where there is a shared vision, an agreed
approach and where each partner is aware of and committed
to the standards of the profession.
Code of Practice
As the range and number of school-age childcare programmes
increases so too does the need for a shared vision and
agreed standards of professional practice. With this in mind,
a school-age childcare Code of Practice has been developed
by Limerick City Childcare Committee to:
1. Guide thinking and practice.
2. Develop quality and standards.
3. Identify the standards within the sector.
4. Identify roles and responsibilities.
5. Guide and inform professional development.
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The Code of Practice is based on a number of
fundamental values:
An appreciation that childhood is a unique and valuable
stage of the human life cycle.
A shared understanding that all our work with children is
based on a knowledge of child development and learning.
An appreciation and respect for the close ties that exist
between the child and family.
An understanding and respect for the dignity, worth and
uniqueness of each individual child, family member and
colleague.
Helping children and adults achieve their full potential in
the context of relationships that are based on trust, respect
and positive regard.
(Feeney and Kipnis, 1992:3. available online at www.naeyc.org/position/)

The purpose of the Code of Practice is to promote
professional standards for all those involved in the schoolage sector – children, staff, parents, students and volunteers.
It serves as a reference point, not only to measure quality
standards, but also as a support to staff in implementing fair,
equitable and professional standards within school-age settings.
While the Code is an important tool for staff that highlights
their professional role in working with and supporting children,
it also provides a set of principles and standards relating to
children’s rights and responsibilities that are based on the
age, ability, level of understanding and developmental stage
of each child. The central message is that all relationships are
reciprocal and are based on mutual trust between adults and
children. Bearing in mind that school-age childcare is an
emerging field it can be difficult for parents to know what to
look for in a quality setting. The Code of Practice attempts to
address some of these issues by providing a section for parents
on choosing a quality school-age childcare service for their child.
School Age Policies and Procedures
Following numerous requests for information and support on
developing appropriate policies and procedures for the
school-age sector, Limerick City Childcare Committee published
a guide, ‘School Age Policies and Procedures’, in 2006. Set
against the backdrop of the Irish Constitution, the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child and the National Children’s Strategy,
the guide provides a comprehensive overview of the rationale
and purpose in developing policies and procedures for the sector.
The guide to policies and procedures was developed
specifically to:
Provide guidance with regard to the development of
policies and procedures.
Reference appropriate legislation and/or policy.
Highlight the benefits of policies and procedures from

Child Links
the child, parent and staff perspective.
Provide points for consideration in developing policies
and procedures.
Encourage a collaborative approach to the development
of policies and procedures.
The guide is therefore presented as a framework for the
development of a range of essential policies and procedures
for the school-age setting. It does not represent an exhaustive or
complete range and may be amended (reduced/increased) as
practitioners require to match the needs of their particular setting.
Play
A central policy relating to play, recognised as a basic human
right for all children enshrined in Article 31 of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, is included.

According to a report of the National
Childcare Coordinating Committee on
school-age childcare (2005),

‘a strong focus on play
must be a core principle
and indeed a distinguishing
characteristic of school-age
childcare’ (Government of Ireland, 2005).
It is imperative that children of all ages have adequate
opportunities for play (Christie, 2001, Fromberg, 1998, 2002, Hughes, 1999)
as it is a dynamic, active and constructive behaviour, and an
essential and integral part of all children’s healthy growth,
development and learning across all ages, domains and cultures.
In the context of the school-age childcare setting, it is important
to remember that the child has spent long hours in a
structured learning environment (school). An objective of the
school-age setting must be to create appropriate play
opportunities that facilitate the child’s need and right to play.
Curriculum Framework
Perhaps the most significant and certainly the most exciting
resource is due for publication in spring 2007. Funding
through the Partnerships for Quality Childcare Initiative has
enabled the Limerick City Childcare Committee, in partnership
with Mary Immaculate College, to research and develop a

school-age childcare Curriculum Framework. The development
of this Framework has been supported by the childcare
committees in the Munster region (Limerick County, North
and South Tipperary, Clare, Cork City and County, Kerry,
Waterford City and County) and by the National Children’s
Nurseries Association.
The curriculum framework, designed with the needs of the
practitioner in mind, is an accessible, practical and userfriendly resource. Divided into two sections it provides a
range of relevant practical information such as an extensive
section on child development and guidelines on planning
appropriate environments, paying particular attention to the
needs of older children, inclusion and homework. The second
section provides a themed approach to the Curriculum
Framework. Themes include Play, which again is central to
the approach adopted, Physical Well-being, Social and Emotional
Domains, Citizenship and Responsibility among others. Many
suggestions and activity ideas are presented that will challenge,
engage and encourage children to pursue individual interests
and skills. Activities, which can be altered to suit the ages and
needs of different children, range from music and drama, to
visual arts, cooking, arts and crafts, gardening and photography.
There is also a very useful section full of miscellaneous
activity ideas for ‘Rainy Days’.
The Framework provides an array of tips and hints on
programme planning and content as well as programme
planning templates for yearly or monthly schedules that can
be adapted for individual settings. It is hoped that the development
of the Curriculum Framework will offer much needed support
to the school-age sector in terms of:
Responding appropriately to the individual needs of
children within the school-age setting.
Developing inclusive practice.
Working in partnership with children, families and schools.
Ensuring that an emphasis on play is central to the daily
activities.
Evaluating practice.
Reviewing and developing emerging best practice in
partnership with relevant stakeholders (children, parents,
school, communities, professional bodies and so forth).
And most significantly:
Shaping the development of quality school-age childcare
settings.
There are many agencies and individuals working on behalf
of children to ensure that they have quality experiences in
school-age settings. Quality staffing within settings though
are the key to success. There is little doubt that accessing
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resources, exploring new ideas, accepting support/guidance
and engaging in programme reviews on a regular basis all help
to improve and develop quality within settings. Such measures
are but small steps on the route towards development.
Training
Access to and participation in training is crucial. The
resources outlined, particularly the school-age Curriculum
Framework, will certainly be of interest and benefit to those
working in the school-age sector. It must be clarified,
however, that while these resources may make for interesting
reading, they should, where possible, be used in association
with appropriate training. Training enables staff to acquire

additional information, explore appropriate methodologies/
strategies for implementing activities and working effectively
with children. Training also provides a very useful forum to
meet others where ideas can be shared, challenges
discussed and where opportunities come to life.

For information on any of the resources discussed or any
aspect of our work please contact:
MARY MOLONEY
Co-ordinator, Limerick City Childcare Committee
061 407427
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more than a nice
place to play...

an evaluation of the

ANN HIGGINS
Co-ordinator, Targeting Educational Disadvantage Project,
Mary Immaculate College

benefits

to children of after-school support
What made the 3 O’Clock so magic and to work for all those years is that everybody
helped and felt safe with each other and that’s very hard to come by. If you feel at ease
you’ll want to learn. When you feel that everyone is close around you and you enjoy it, you
will let yourself go, you will let yourself be young. Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant
The 3 O’Clock School is an after-school programme founded
in January 1986 in Limerick City to offer enriching learning
opportunities to children.
The 3 O’Clock School offers a safe, caring, fun, non-threatening
learning environment in which young people thrive and develop.
Young people attend because they want to be part of this
learning experience in which they are treated as active agents
in their own learning. The relationship between adults and
children is based on a deep respect for each other, a nonjudgemental attitude and a conviction that children are entitled
to reach their potential.
The 3 O’Clock School is part of Kileely Community Project
(KCP), a school-based community learning initiative, which

offers adult and child learning opportunities on the north side of
Limerick city. Other components of the project have included
morning and evening classes for adults and a programme for
young mothers. Ancillary activities have included family holidays,
women’s holidays, day trips, social events, fund raising and
much more.
In this article I share research findings that emerged in the
process of researching my PhD. I am a former pupil, teacher,
and principal of the school in which the project is located and
founder of the community project on which the study is
based. My study sought to understand the impact of KCP on
the lives of individuals and their families as well as on the
school and community in which it was located. As part of my
study I explored the impact of the 3 O’Clock School on the
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lives of children. To understand the impact I listened to the
voices of the former participants, now young men and
women, their parents, teachers and their tutors1.
Kileely forms part of a wedge of local authority housing on
the north side of Limerick city. Typically for such areas, the
mid-1980s was an era of high unemployment and early
school leaving. In the autumn of 1985, KCP was born in a
small room in the local primary school. I say it was born
because it evolved and grew as a response to identified local
learning needs, with the initial activities focusing on adult
learning needs. The first adult education programme offered
parents an opportunity to develop skills to enhance their roles
as educators of their children. The initial programme was designed
to last eight weeks. However, through a process of listening
to local need, and developing local skills and ownership, this
community project continues to offer learning opportunities to
the community 21 years after its foundation. While the initial
project tutors were voluntary, Limerick City VEC has supported
the development of this project for most of its 21-year existence.
The Board of Management and the staff of the school have
continued to welcome and support the project since 1985.
It is almost impossible to describe the 3 O’Clock School as it
is constantly evolving and changing through time. What I can
offer is a general description. I have already referred to the
initial adult education class in which parents enhanced their
skills as teachers of their children. Four of these parents went
on to set up this 3 O’Clock School with me, offering their time
and skills to work with their own children and children within
the community. We offered academic, social and creative
learning opportunities to children in a family style atmosphere.
Volunteer tutors and VEC tutors brought skills which enhanced
and enriched the programme and consequently the children’s
lives. The low adult/child ratio enabled children to get personal
attention from a variety of adults. In the early years, the 3
O’Clock School operated for two hours, four days per week.
A typical programme in the 3 O’Clock School included
academic support, play time, story time, cookery, sports,
singing, swimming and arts and crafts. The children rotated
between activities and were supported in their learning by
both parents and tutors. In the summer we had the use of a
holiday home in west Clare and organised family holidays and
trips to the sea. During the year we organised trips to places
of social and educational interest.
Before I go on to describe the impact of the project I would
like to highlight that the 3 O’Clock School was part of an
integrated service to the learning community. The primary
school offered a home to this initiative and welcomed parents
who came to the school to attend morning and evening classes.
This had a very positive impact on the relationships between
the school and families, and as the project grew so too did
the integration of services. In collaboration with the Social
1 I refer to after-school teachers as tutors to differentiate them from mainstream teachers.
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Service Centre and the FÁS Community Employment
scheme the project was also in a position to offer crèche
facilities and a pre-school. The school building housed a
school, pre-school, crèche and a community project, which
offered morning and evening classes to adults and an afterschool programme to children.
When interviewed, former participants of the 3 O’Clock
School said it had a profound impact on their lives. They were
aware of both the immediate and long-term benefits and
identified academic, social, nutritional, emotional, safety and
resilience as personal benefits that they experienced. They
believed that they developed skills in the 3 O’Clock School
that positively impacted on the quality of their lives. Their
teachers, tutors and parents confirmed these findings.
According to one tutor ‘children walked with a different
step’ as they emerged from the 3 O’Clock School with
greater self-confidence and a sense of who they were.
My research confirmed that young people have high learning
aspirations. Former participants highlighted the importance of
the academic support, which was delivered in a manner that
was accessible to them. They felt they could ask questions
and receive help in a way that made learning fun.

The most important thing was you could get the help with the
work…if you had any problems here, say with your English or
Maths, you knew you could get [help] and it was explained in
a way that you understood and that sense of enjoyment as
well…but it was a learning process and that’s what I wanted,
I wanted to learn.
Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant

Young people spoke of the need for academic support as
sometimes their parents did not have the skills to support
them or because they were in large classes in school and did
not feel comfortable or confident in approaching the teacher
for help. One participant acknowledged the on-going support
she experienced even after she had left the 3 O’Clock School
and moved on to secondary school. If she had some difficulty
with her work she could send her mother up to the school to
ask one of her former tutors for help.

We had fun like, but you have to say that we did get
something out of it as well…it wasn’t just like fun…our
education was helped out of it. I know we were going to
school and everything but if there was anything at all we were
stuck at…even when I was in secondary school I remember if
there was anything I was stuck on I might ask mam and she’d
find out…she would ask them. Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant
Parents were also very aware of the academic benefits of the
3 O’Clock School programme. They acknowledged the ‘boost’
the programme gave to children. Also some parents
acknowledged that they had improved their own skills through
their involvement.

Child Links
One parent described the benefits to her own children:

It gives them a great boost altogether…I often see [the
tutors], they give them pages out and writing and everything.
I think it is brilliant for the likes of Mary. I mean she finds it
very hard like in school with her writing…she gets a great
boost out of it up there. Even the likes of Patrick now, he could
draw a picture up there and come home and show you the
picture that he done in the 3 O’Clock School, it is kind of a
great boost for him. It is a great boost for a child to get into
the 3 O’Clock School…you are guaranteed for your child to
come out good at the end of the year.
Mother of former 3 O’Clock School participants
(children’s names have been changed)

The young men and women I interviewed also acknowledged
the social benefits they experienced through their involvement
with the 3 O’Clock School. They spoke of the positive
formative relationships they had with the 3 O’Clock School
tutors and parents as well as with their peers. They described
the sense of belonging and fun they had while they were in
the 3 O’Clock School as well as the lifelong friendships that
they formed there. A focus group of former 3 O’Clock
School participants said they felt ‘happy’, ‘safe’, ‘important’,
that they ‘made friends’, that ‘people [were] all the same’
and they ‘felt equal to everyone else’.
One participant described the family atmosphere and the
social interaction between kids as:

just like everyone was kinda neighbours…weren’t they all
neighbour’s kids. We all grew up together, like it was
something for us to do like after school…it was educational
as well as leisure. Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant
The nature of the relationships between adults and children
was acknowledged as having a major impact on their lives.
Participants said that tutors acted as role models, something
that has had life long implications.
One described tutors as:

…being really nice and serious at the same time about being
polite at the table. It sticks with you like you know.
Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant

They said the role models in the 3 O’Clock School deeply
influenced their development into young men and women by
providing them with skills that helped them to interact with
peers and adults. One mother described her young adult
children as ‘well adjusted’ and believes the experiences her
children had in the 3 O’Clock School ‘gave them a chance
they wouldn’t have got otherwise’ to develop their self
esteem and confidence.
Former 3 O’Clock School participants also said that their
involvement affected the quality of their interaction with their
own children, their nieces and their nephews. Furthermore, a

number of former participants work with young people in
different capacities and they said it has impacted on their
working lives as they try to bring the ethos and pedagogy of
the 3 O’Clock School into their work. The relationships
between children and tutors were described as warm, caring
and loving. There have always been both male and female
tutors, something that provided many opportunities for role
modelling. Tutors always shared tasks and cooked, baked,
cleaned the kitchen and read to the children without any
division of labour based on gender.
[They] were like parents to us. It wasn’t just like an adult and
kid thing or an educational thing; it was more like a family thing.
Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant

The relationships between the tutors and the children’s
families also played a very important part in ensuring the
children got the best out of the opportunities available. Some
parents were involved directly and others indirectly. Parents
who were not involved on a daily basis came along on trips
and for parties, and tutors met parents regularly as they
collected children. The relationship between parents and
tutors is reflected in the following quote in which a parent
describes how she feels about the tutors.

They have great manners and everything; they are not a bit
abrupt or anything. Voice of parent of 3 O’Clock School children
The young people interviewed spoke passionately about the
caring, supportive atmosphere that nurtured their academic,
social and emotional growth. They also spoke of the bonds
that grew between young people and between young people
and adults.
Safety was also a recurring theme within the research.
Parents said they didn’t worry about their children when they
were in the 3 O’Clock School as they knew they were safe.
The young people themselves identified safety as one of the
salient aspects of their experiences. Safety was mentioned in
terms of emotional as well as physical safety. They said the
3 O’Clock School was a place where you could be yourself
and where there was support if you needed it. They had
confidence and trust in the adults in the 3 O’Clock School.

It was nice…it was secure; do you know what I mean? We
[didn’t have] worries or anything while we were there…we
had ye. Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant
This ‘safe’ atmosphere was created through the development
of caring relationships, a predictable environment and agreed
rules within which everyone operated.

The best part were good memories…but when you were
wrong, you were told you were wrong and you faced up to
what you had done and it made you realise it wouldn’t be
allowed…and if you wanted to stay in 3 O’Clock and be a
part of that you had to respect its rules as well.
Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant
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The 3 O’Clock School programme involved educational and
social trips (whenever finances allowed). These trips were a
highlight in the lives of children and their parents. Family
groups went on holidays together and we also ran day trips.
Both parents and former 3 O’Clock School participants
acknowledged that they would not have had the opportunity
for holidays or trips without the project. The children had
great fun and fondly remember swimming, carnivals and
picnics. Tutors and participants remembered being at the sea
for the first time and they spoke of the magical sensations of
the sea washing sand around their toes. These experiences
broadened their world and offered them opportunities to
experience life beyond their immediate environment.

described the atmosphere as ‘family like’. The location is
another reason why the after-school project is successful. It is
located in a primary school in which everyone feels welcome
and at ease. Parents, teachers and children are on a first name
basis in the school and in the project and my research
indicates that this helps to break down the traditional barriers
which exist between families and services. This is eloquently
captured in the words of one tutor ‘we don’t label them (the
children) and we don’t label ourselves either’.

‘People like us back then would never have got away and it
was a big thing. You heard of other people going to Ballybunion
and Kilkee, but you never went there yourself.’

Another of the major factors contributing to the success and
sustainability of the initiative has been the continuity of tutors
over the years. One tutor has been with the 3 O’Clock School
for twenty years, other tutors have been there for ten and
more years at a time. These tutors are sometimes involved in
the school and in other aspects of KCP and therefore they
work from an informed and integrated perspective. Another
reason identified as a factor in the success of the project is
the pedagogy and the informal nature of the learning environment.
The range of activities and the needs-led programme, which
seeks to support each child to meet their potential, are other
factors that contributed to the success. The 3 O’Clock School
has ground rules, negotiated with the children, and they grow
and learn within this caring, predictable environment. And
finally, the safe learning environment, made possible by the
combination of all of the above factors, is informed by a belief
that children should have time to play, relax, laugh, learn and
reach their potential in the company of caring adults.

‘You might be jealous like, but you would never say it.’
‘It was like going away on a holiday…it was a big deal.’
‘It might be a couple of days, but you will always remember it.’
‘Yes, you couldn’t sleep or nothing before.’
‘It was like today as if you were going to Spain.’
Voices from focus group of former 3 O’Clock School participants

The 3 O’Clock School built resilience in young people and
the confidence they gained ‘prepared’ them to move into the
broader world. They said that the experiences in the
3 O’Clock School supported them in making positive life
choices.

‘The 3 O’Clock School kept all of us together, knowing each
other a lot better, staying friends much longer, and putting us
on the right path in life.’
Voice of former 3 O’Clock School participant

All the participants I interviewed believed the 3 O’Clock
School had impacted positively on their lives both as children
and as young adults. As children they felt safe, happy and
supported in their academic needs. As adults they felt that
the skills they learned had impacted on their interpersonal
relationships and on their ability to make positive life choices.
There are many factors that contribute to making the
3 O’Clock School work effectively for children. These include
the nature of relationships, the location, the tutors, its pedagogy
and the integrated nature of the service.
First, the nature of relationships between tutors, parents and
children is of paramount importance. When the former
3 O’Clock School participants described these relationships,
they highlighted the respect and the ‘non judgemental’
attitude of tutors. They felt tutors listened to their opinions
and inherently cared for their well being. They continuously
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The school and KCP share a common ethos and commitment
to children’s rights to achieve their potential. The collaboration
between the school and KCP contributes significantly to the
success of the project.

I am conscious that many of you reading this article work directly
with or advocate for children. I have had the privilege of working
with and for children all my working life and this research had
confirmed for me the critical urgency of providing wellresourced supports for children to enable them to reach their
potential. I think we still have a lot to learn from children in
terms of understanding the conditions that make learning
accessible and in order to do that we must listen to them.
The final word must go to the voice of a former child of the
3 O’Clock School who described the impact on her life in
terms of building her self-esteem and confidence. When she
left the 3 O’Clock School she brought with her a legacy to
guide her adult life.

Ye believed in us and ye always told us that we could make
something of ourselves…and whatever you want in life
that if you want it that bad you can get it. You gave us
that self confidence and a boost. It always stayed at the
back of our minds that we were special.

Child Links

the value of
after-school care in

disadvantaged

areas
In 2002 I was awarded a grant by the Combat Poverty
Agency to conduct a small study on after-school services
in disadvantaged areas. My interest in this topic is linked
to the research finding that children living in socially and
economically disadvantaged areas appear to benefit
more from after-school services than most other groups
of children. In this article I describe the findings of the
study that Mary Donnelly1 and I conducted as well as
providing some background on previous research.
I will start my account of the previous research with a brief
look at two studies that are fairly typical of a wider body of
American research on after-school care. The first of these
studies was conducted by Posner and Vandell (1994) and
compared the development of children attending organised
after-school programmes with children who went home with
their mothers, had informal adult supervision or were in selfcare (i.e. were unsupervised). In comparison with these children,
the children in the formal programmes performed better on a
range of academic tasks, and had better work habits. They also
had higher scores on measures of emotional adjustment and
peer relationships. These findings are important because they
suggest that after-school programmes can make a positive
contribution to children’s social and academic development.

EILIS HENNESSY Ph.D.
Senior Lecturer, UCD School of Psychology
University College Dublin

In another American study, Marshall et al. (1997) found that
children attending after-school care had fewer psychological
problems such as anxiety or depression. The researchers also
noted that the children attending the after-school programmes
spent more time with other children and less time watching
television than children with other forms of care arrangements.
The authors argue that the children benefited from an experience
that was less structured than school, but still supervised by
adults. The findings add to Posner and Vandell’s (1994) research
because they suggest that children’s mental health may
benefit from attending an after-school programme.
There is, unfortunately, very little published academic research
that tells us about the general benefits of after-school
programmes for children in disadvantaged areas in Ireland.
However, a small number of reports, usually looking at
individual services, suggest that there may be many benefits
for the children who attend. For example, Costello et al. (2000)
reported an improvement in the level of school attendance
for participants in a programme that included a range of inschool provisions as well as after-school activities. Murphy
(2001) and Richie (1999) reported teachers’ views that children
had benefited from participating in after-school clubs in Clondalkin
(Dublin) and Co. Monaghan. Thus, research conducted in Ireland

1 Mary Donnelly now works for NEPS
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appears to suggest some similarity with research findings in
the USA although it is important to note that the research data
collected in evaluations in the two countries has typically been
different.
The study that Mary Donnelly and I undertook aimed to add
to our understanding of the value of after-school care in the
Irish context. Previous studies in Ireland had typically gathered
interview data from parents, teachers and/or children but had
rarely used standardised instruments or rating scales such as
those used in the American studies. We involved teachers in
our study because we were interested in whether they
perceived a difference in the social and emotional development
and homework quality between children attending the afterschool clubs in the study and a matched group of children
who were not. The decision to combine data collection methods
and to visit a number of different services was made to allow
us to provide a more complete picture of the benefits of afterschool care for children and their families in Ireland.
OUR STUDY
Four community-based after-school projects (we refer to them
as clubs) took part in the research, two in disadvantaged
urban areas and two in disadvantaged rural areas. The
children who took part were randomly selected within each
club from those whose parents had given permission for
them to participate. Where possible, four children in each
club were in the age group 6 to 8 years (referred to as the
younger group), and four were aged 10 to 12 years (referred
to as the older group). These children were matched as closely
as possible for age, gender, school attended and socioeconomic background with children from the community who
did not attend the clubs. Everyone who took part in the study
was given guarantees about anonymity and confidentiality.
We wanted to get as much information as possible on the
potential benefits of the clubs so we chose to gather this
information in as many ways as possible. For example, we
interviewed the children to find out what they liked best about
the clubs and whether they thought they could be improved in
any way. We interviewed parents because we were interested in
what they saw as the benefits of the clubs for their children and
also for the whole family. We were also interested in whether
parents believed that the services could be improved in any way.
We used a rating scale that was developed in the USA as a
means of independently rating the service being provided for
the children in the clubs. A number of such scales exist and
we chose one that has been widely used in other studies
called the School-Age Care Environment Rating Scale
(SACERS) (Harms, Jacobs & White, 1996).
Finally, we developed a questionnaire for schoolteachers so
that we could get their views on children’s emotional adjustment
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and the quality of their homework. In particular we wanted to
compare children attending the after-school clubs with those
who were not.
RESULTS
Parent Interviews
The questions put to parents began by asking about the
advantages of the after-school service for their child(ren) and
went on to explore parents’ views of how the service also
benefited the rest of the family. The majority of parents spoke
about a range of benefits which they believed that the afterschool clubs provided for their child(ren). We grouped their
responses into three categories: (i) social benefits, (ii) educational
benefits and (iii) the provision of opportunities that would not
be available at home.
The first of these, social benefits, was mentioned by parents of
53% of children and in all cases referred to the value of the clubs
in allowing their child to spend time with other children his/
her age. This interviewee is the mother of a seven-year-old boy:

‘There’s a bit of social time there for the children. The children
love it, they get a chance to do lots of things. They are interacting
on a different level with other children and older children,
unlike school. It gives them a chance to get to know them and
to hold their own with older children.’
Another mother of a slightly older girl (11 years) also using a
rural service said: ‘It’s something out of the house, away from
TV and the computer, it develops artistic skills, and interpersonal
skills and provides friends for children on their own.’ Although
some parents of children of all ages referred to the social
advantages of the after-school service, it was mentioned
almost twice as often by parents of younger children.
The educational advantages of the clubs were mentioned by
parents of 34% of children, and in particular the help that the
clubs provided children in completing their homework. For
example, this father whose ten-year-old daughter was
attending an urban after-school club commented: ‘I think it
helps her to communicate better with people. She really likes
it and she seems to be doing better with school work.’ The
mother of a seven-year-old boy commented: ‘He’s getting
homework done, it’s difficult to do the homework at home, he
wants to be out playing football all the time.’
The third theme in parents’ responses (mentioned by 34% of
children’s parents) came from their perception that the clubs
offered children opportunities that would not be available to
them at home. This mother, whose two sons, aged eight and
ten years, attend the club said: ‘The activities [are the main
advantage], the club knows the activities that would interest
the children. As foreigners we would not know what there was
to do or where it was.’
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Parents were also asked about any benefits that the afterschool clubs had for them and for the wider family. Parents’
responses to this question have been grouped into three
themes. The first of these is the fact that the after-school
clubs provided parents with free time that they otherwise
would not have had, and this was mentioned by 41% of
children’s parents. Why this free-time was valuable to the
parent varied from family to family as is illustrated in these
responses: ‘It gives me a break and gives me time with the
younger child [a baby]. When [daughter] comes in the baby
is ready to go for a sleep and then I can spend time with [her]
– I’m a single mother. It allows me to split my time between
them.’ (Mother of eight-year-old girl.) ‘My husband is not working, he
is free to go to interviews etc. and he is not tied to the house.’
(Mother of six-year-old girl.)

The second theme emerging in response to this question is
the role of the clubs in helping children with homework
(mentioned by 32% of children’s parents). Parents had
already mentioned that help with homework was a major
advantage for their children and their responses to this
question reveal that they also believe that removing the need
to do homework at home is a major advantage to them and
the rest of the family. The advantage to working parents of
help with homework is particularly well illustrated by the
response of this mother whose seven-year-old son attends
one of the rural clubs: ‘Not having homework means that I
can play with the children, play a game, for example, and
relax with them. I have four children so homework would be
a nightmare if they were starting it at seven.’
Sometimes getting help with homework was an advantage to
parents for other reasons, particularly if their first language
was not English or they did not feel competent to help for
another reason: ‘It’s helping him at his homework. I’m not
great at reading and writing, I couldn’t really help him. Now
he can do it himself without help. He still asks me but he
doesn’t mind if I don’t know the answers.’ (Mother of 10-year-old boy
in urban setting.)

Peace of mind also emerged as an advantage to parents
although it was mentioned by a smaller proportion (16%).
These responses refer to the concerns that parents have for
their children’s welfare and safety and their need to know that
they are well looked after. This mother’s response illustrates
concerns that were echoed by other parents: ‘[The main
advantage is] peace of mind, it gives him another interest.
There is nothing for kids around [mentions the area where
they live]. There is no playground attached to the flats, the
neighbours give out if the kids kick a football. It gives him
something to do and keeps him off the street and out of
trouble. He tends to follow older boys, he is not allowed to go
away from his own street but he sometimes ‘rambles’ and
gets punished. I’m worried about him getting into trouble.’

Interviews with Children
Interviews with children focused on their enjoyment of the
activities provided in the after-school clubs. Sports activities
were very commonly mentioned by children of all ages. The
younger children also referred to the indoor activities that
they did (for example, crafts or board games). The older children
typically mentioned the importance of the after-school project
for spending time with their friends, an aspect of after-school
life that was not mentioned by the younger age group. For
example, this 12-year-old girl attending one of the urban
settings said: ‘[What I like best is] all the children. When I go
home there is no-one to play with. I live in an apartment, there
is only one other girl to play with in the back area.’
The Teacher Questionnaire
We used the teachers’ questionnaire to compare the children
attending the after-school clubs with children of the same sex,
age and background in their class in school. These results
indicate that the children in the after-school clubs received
higher overall scores than the children who were not attending
the groups, however none of the differences was statistically
significant. Here it should be noted that many teachers reported
that it was difficult to choose comparison children because
the after-school club was specifically targeted at the children
and families whose needs were greatest. In these circumstances,
the fact that the two groups have such similar levels of socioemotional development and quality of homework may be a
measure of substantial achievement by the clubs.
SCHOOL-AGE CARE ENVIRONMENT RATING
SCALE (SACERS) SCORES
The clubs generally received moderate to high scores on
each of the sub-scales, although there were also a few lower
ratings. It is a particularly positive feature of the findings that
the SACERS suggests that staff interact positively with the
children in all four clubs and the children interact positively
with one another. The programme structure, including items
such as daily schedule, free choice and use of community
resources, also received a high score on average across all
four clubs. These figures need to be interpreted in light of the
fact that the clubs that participated in the study were not
always operating from ideal premises and that very limited
advice and support is available for after-school clubs in
Ireland. In addition, the clubs were all operating in disadvantaged
areas and serving some of the families with the greatest
needs in those areas. In these circumstances, the fact that
they achieved such high ratings when judged against an
international standard, is a tribute to the staff involved.
CONCLUSIONS
The results of the study indicate that parents and children
place a high value on participation in after-school clubs.
Parents particularly value the social opportunities for their
children and the educational value that children derive from

25

attending the clubs as well as other opportunities that children
might not have if they went home after school every day. Parents
also believe that the clubs gave them more free time, helped
them by providing assistance with homework and offered
peace of mind regarding the care of their children. For their
part, the children value the activities that the clubs offered,
with the older children placing particular value on the
opportunities to spend time with friends. All four participating
clubs were rated on the SACERS and the ratings were
generally moderate to high although individual scores on
some sub-scales were lower.
In the course of interviews with parents and children it became
apparent that there were age related differences in experiences
and expectations. Thus, parents of younger children were
more likely than parents of older children to refer to the
importance of the social advantages of attending an afterschool club and to see the social role of the club as one of its
most important features. These age-related differences
emphasise the importance of providing children with activities
that are appropriate for their age and acknowledging in the
provision of services that children’s needs and preferred
activities are age related. Clubs need to provide a sufficient
range of activities to appeal to the age range of children that
they are serving. These findings also suggest that the wider
benefits that families derive from after-school services are
related to the ages of the children attending.
The present study compared teacher ratings of socio-emotional
development and quality of homework for children attending
the after-school clubs with a comparison group of children.
The very small sample size in the present study and the
difficulty of finding a matched comparison group means that
it would not be appropriate to conclude that Irish children
living in disadvantaged areas do not benefit academically
from attending the after-school clubs.
After-school services have a potentially important role to play
in disadvantaged communities where they can serve as an

important link between families, schools and a variety of
community services. They can offer children a safe environment
in which to learn new skills, to spend time with friends and to
have a good time. It is also very important to point out that
our study suggests that after-school clubs are not only important
for the children who take part in them, they are also an
important support for their families. When future studies are
looking at the value of these clubs it may well be worthwhile
including wider family benefits as part of any evaluation of
such services. This aspect of the contribution of after-school
clubs has typically not formed part of the evaluation of
services in American studies. Indeed, the possibility that
clubs may be of wider benefit to the communities they serve
should also be considered by evaluators. For example, the
opportunities they offer to help families to integrate into a
community and the employment opportunities that they offer
to local people should be taken into account. While there are
examples of excellent after-school services across Ireland there
is as yet no coherent national policy on the development of
these services. If the sector is to develop its full potential and
meet the needs of disadvantaged communities then such a
policy is essential.
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In this article, the development
of the new award in School Age
Childcare (SAC) is examined,
with the context and reasons for
its development set out, the
process involved outlined and
the outcomes to date explained.

developing

QUALIFICATIONS
F O R S C H O O L A G E C H I L D C A R E S TA F F
IMELDA GRAHAM Training Co-ordinator, Barnardos’ NCRC (on behalf of SACCI)

The work on developing this award is being carried out by
the School Age Care Collaborative Initiative (SACCI).
SACCI is composed of a number of agencies:
Barnardos
Border Counties Childcare Network (BCCN)
FÁS Traineeship Support Unit
Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association (IPPA)
Limerick City Childcare Committee
Monaghan County Childcare Committee
National Children’s Nursery Association (NCNA)
Trim Initiative for Enterprise and Development (TIDE)

A useful definition of school-age care has been developed by
the BCCN:

‘A centre-based service for school going
children, from both the primary and
secondary sector, which operates during
one or more of the following periods:
before school; after school; during the
school holidays.’

THE CONTEXT AND REASONS FOR THIS AWARD
School age care is a relatively new area in the Irish childcare
sector. Over the years, many organisations have offered
some form of service for younger people, either through
youth clubs, homework clubs, sporting facilities or other
extra-curricular activities. Some of these have been a
community service, some private. Schools themselves, both
primary and secondary, have offered activities mainly thanks
to the dedication of some wonderful teachers. In recent
years, private providers and community centres began to
offer care for children out of school hours and in holiday time
where need was identified.
The current profile of staff who are working with children in
many forms of settings outside of school hours is mixed.
These staff are drawn from differing backgrounds: some
originally worked in early years’ services and have changed
to after school; some still work with early years some of the
time and work with the older children at other times; some
work with youth services; there are childminders; CE staff;
and a large number without qualifications.
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The increasing need for provision and expansion of schoolage childcare is borne out by the statistics. Based on
available figures pertaining to population, economic growth
and female participation in the labour force, it is evident that
families have and will have requirements for school age
childcare long into the future. In 2003, the Central Statistics
Office showed that 67,500 families of primary school
children availed of non-parental childcare for their children.
This requirement was met through a range of formal and
informal options, with unpaid relatives accounting for 46%,
paid carers accounting for 32%, unpaid relatives accounting
for 14%, crèches accounting for 6% and other facilities
accounting for 2% of care for children in the school age
bracket. Statistics available relating to 2004 indicates that a
little over 800,000 women were at that time engaged in
work outside the home, an increase of 48.5% since 1997.
These figures represent approximately 152,000 families
likely to require school age childcare, with another almost
124,000 families possibly needing pre-school provision.
The current pre-school cohort represents those who may
require school age childcare in the near future.
As the need for such services has increased, the need to
have skilled and knowledgeable staff working in these
settings has become apparent. It is recognised that ‘highquality staff will produce a high-quality programme and
conversely, low-quality staff will produce a low-quality
programme’ (Musson, 1999:213). According to Meagher-Lundberg
and Podmore (1998:10), ‘the most important ingredient of
quality school-age childcare which meets the needs of
children is the on-site adults’. Practitioners who perhaps have
been working with younger children require appropriate
training to work with the older age groups. Training, both
informal and accredited, has been inconsistently available
around the country and it has in the main been comprised of
single vocational modules. The modular approach has served
as a stop-gap in the absence of a full, sector specific programme.
Currently, there is an expectation that a module can fulfil the
training needs of those working with school age children.
Childcare awards currently available under FETAC Level 5
are tailored to the birth to 6 years age group and while there
is some overlap in age and content, there are a number of
factors to be considered which are specific to school age.
Age
Within the school age range, children move through different
phases of the life course (Hunt, 2005) from early to middle childhood
through to early adolescence, which is by definition ‘a time of
transition, a time of significant change in virtually every aspect of
the child’s functioning’ (Bee, 2000:480). The range of ages catered
for in the SAC service requires knowledge and understanding
of the developing child within a socio-cultural context.
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Worker/Practitioner/Playworker
Childcare has traditionally been perceived as something
anyone can do. As the sector matures and societal attitudes
change, there is a growing acceptance that working effectively
in SAC requires a complex set of personal qualities and
skills’ (Musson:213).
Legislation
While there is a recommendation from the Working Group of
the National Childcare Co-ordinating Committee to amend
primary legislation to encompass the regulation of school age
childcare (Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform [DJELR], 2005),
currently the school age sector lies outside the remit regulations
or inspection. Regulations in the pre-school sector make particular
demands on services and practitioners that impact on the
design and implementation of training. This is reflected in the
current FETAC Level 5 programme in Childcare. In the
absence of statutory requirements for SAC, training will play
a central role in promoting good practice. In an interim
phase, this will be the mechanism to support workers to
operate effectively in each aspect of service provision.
Family Structure
Family structure has changed in recent years. It is suggested
(Archard, 1993) that there is no such thing as the family as a
single, historically unchanging kind of social unit. In fact, the
‘once predominant nuclear family is now but one among
many family forms vying for selection as the most suitable to
the postmodern, post-industrial world’ (Elkind, 2002:51). So much
in relation to the family has changed in Irish society over the
last 20 years – separation and divorce, families across
households, the work-life balance, mothers undertaking
employment and more equitable gender relationships – and
all of these changes contribute to the need for SAC as a
support to children and families.
Social Demographics
A number of issues impinge on families and again highlight
the need for support in the form of SAC services. One
example would be the diminution of support available from
extended families, due to a more mobile work force, which
means that grandparents and other family members are not
physically available to help in caring for children outside of
school hours. Equally, grandparents are embracing a more
active lifestyle, bringing them into line with mainstream
cultural values (Ekerdt, 1986).

A number of recent policy documents have provided a rich
base of research and recommendations, which endorse the
development of training at this time:
(a) School Age Childcare in Ireland – A report of a
Working Group of the National Childcare Co-Ordinating
Committee, which recommends ‘that a specific training

Child Links
strand be developed to equip childcare practitioners to
provide a high-quality service to meet the particular needs of
the older age group of four to twelve-year-old children who
are likely to avail of school age childcare’ (DJELR, 2005:88).
(b) National Economic and Social Forum – Early Childhood
Care and Education, which suggests that ‘key steps to be
taken should include supporting the existing community and
school-based infrastructure to provide school age childcare,
developing a suitable programme with a strong emphasis on
play and design and delivery of training for staff working with
children up to the age of 14’ (NESF, 2005:xiv).
At a European level, the Network for School Age Childcare has,
as far back as 1996, recommended that ‘training for childcare
and play is developed at vocational and at professional level,
within the Member States of the European Union’ (Meijvogel and
Petrie, 1996:85).
As the policy context evolved, parents, local agencies and national
voluntary organisations were progressing SAC within the
constraints of resources but driven by family need and by a
commitment to quality in services. The training gap, in the
form of a nationally accredited programme, was evident from
the outset. In response to training needs, locally devised modules
were submitted to FETAC from youth groups, private training
bodies, local agencies and national voluntary groups. A good
example of one of these is the After School Support Module,
developed by The Get Ahead Club in Clondalkin (Sweetman, 2002).
In tandem, a range of Diploma and Degree programmes
covered elements of school age childcare, with FÁS focusing on

a module within their Traineeship programme. Overall, the
national training picture lacks ‘both cohesion and a
comprehensive and structured approach to the needs of this
emerging element of childcare’ (JELR, 2005, p.83). The publishing
and dissemination of the report from the Working Group of
the National Childcare Co-ordinating Committee on School Age
Childcare in Ireland in June 2005, along with the allocation of
funding, have positioned the sector well for planned development.
The rationale for the development of sector specific training
hinges, therefore, on the practical recognition that school age
childcare is a fact of life both now and into the future, that there
is a direct link between the quality of service provided and the
quality of the worker, and that the quality of the worker is heavily
influenced by the presence or absence of training. Finally,
current policy recommendations champion the development
of sector specific training.
THE PROCESS AND OUTCOMES
The steering group of SACCI has been working on this initiative
since 2005. The plan for the project has been firstly to undertake
research into the work being done in other countries, looking
at the services on offer to children and young people and the
qualifications required of staff working in this area. While
models of provision are not transferable (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence,
2004), a brief overview of current provision in other jurisdictions
helps to set the context for considering training and programme
development in Ireland. Results of the research were
disseminated to the sector in a seminar in 2006. The key
results of the research can be seen in the table below.

COUNTRY

TITLE

AGE
CATERED
FOR

PROVISION

STANDARDS

New Zealand

Out of School
Care & Recreation
Services (OSCAR)

Under 14

Before school
Minimum
After school
Standards
Holiday programmes devised by
National
Voluntary Group

No specific
qualifications
required

No formal sector
specific training
required

Australia

Outside School
Hours Care
(OSHC)
School Holiday
Care

5–12 years

Before school
After school
Vacation care

One qualified staff
member for every
30 children

Accredited
Certificate &
Diploma available
in Out of School
Care

U.K.

Out of School
Care Playwork

4–12 years

Breakfast club
Occupational
After school clubs Standards
Out of school clubs
and
Holiday play scheme
Extended school

Supervisor required NVQs at Levels
to be qualified in
2, 3 & 4 Diploma
work with children in playwork

U.S.A.

School Age
Childcare

5–13 years

Before school
After school
Extended day
programmes

No national
professional
qualification

National
Standards

Voluntary
guidelines
devised
by NOIST

QUALIFICATIONS EDUCATION/
TRAINING

Limited degree
availability –
BA in SAC in
Minnesota
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(continued...)
COUNTRY

TITLE

AGE
CATERED
FOR

PROVISION

STANDARDS

QUALIFICATIONS EDUCATION/
TRAINING

Denmark

School Age
Childcare

6–10 years

Fritidshjem
(free-time homes)
Aldersintergrerede
institutioner (ageintegrated centres)
Sklefritidsorninger
(school-based service)
Fritidsklub
(free-time club)

Five broad
principles
determined by the
Ministry of Social
Affairs which are
locally interpreted

Social Pedagogue 3.5 years training
– Paedogoger
at 3rd Level
72% of staff in
Fritidshjem and
80% of schoolbased schemes are
trained as paedogoger

Sweden

Out of School Care

7–12 years

Fritidshem
(leisure time centres)
Integraerad
skolbarnomsorg
(integrated school,
after-school centre)
Familjedaghem
(family daycare)
Fritidsklubb
(free-timeclub)
Open
Fritidsverksamhet
(open after-school
care)
Sarskild
lovverksamhet
(activities during
holidays)

National
Standards
Curriculum
Framework
(Lpo 94)
Implemented
locally

Staff must have
a qualification
specific to school
age childcare at
a tertiary level

Social Pedagogue/
Teacher model
Fritidspedaggog
(free-time educator)
3 year university
course

Adapted from: Meagher-Lundberg, P. and Podmore,V.

On examining the research (which was carried out on behalf
of SACCI by the IPPA), SACCI determined the specific
modules which would best suit the requirements of services
in Ireland, and which would best meet the needs of the
children and young people attending them. In keeping with
FETAC requirements, there are mandatory modules, the
standard general modules of Communications and Work
Experience and elective modules to be drawn from an
approved list of existing modules.

The mandatory modules proposed by SACCI are as follows:
The Development of the Older Child and Adolescent
Relationships and Collaborations
Health and Wellbeing
Administration of School Age Care
School Age Childcare Programmes
FETAC has given approval for accrediting the pilot programme,
with some small modifications.
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PILOT PROGRAMME
The next step in the process is the implementation of the pilot
programme. In response to the call for groups to participate
in this, a number of counties will be commencing with groups
shortly. Funding for the roll-out of the pilot programme is
being provided by the City/County Childcare Committees
(CCCs), with the VECs, participants and support in some
instances from FÁS’ Competency Development Programme.
Preparation for the pilot has consisted of liaising with all of
the CCCs. A number of information sessions about the pilot
were held around the country to inform the committees and
anyone else interested. Following this, an induction day was
held for potential tutors and co-ordinators of the pilot courses
in October. This was well-attended and valuable feedback
was received which fed into further preparation. A more
intensive tutors’ day was held in January.
A considerable degree of support is being provided to those
running, delivering and attending the pilot programme.

Child Links
Ongoing support from the steering group and the IPPA will
be available to the course co-ordinators, in the form of
regular contact, visits, monitoring and evaluation. The evaluation
will be carried out by an independent evaluator who will
undertake it in a number of stages, allowing time for feedback
and for changes if necessary. Comprehensive resource packs
to support the modules have also been developed and are
available to all tutors.
There will be two major seminars, which all participants will
be encouraged to attend. These will count as part of their
training hours. The seminars will focus on four of the new
modules developed, and will bring in experts in particular
areas related to the programme. They will also provide an
excellent opportunity for participants to meet with each other
and to lay the groundwork for the development of a strong
network in this new sector. The seminars will also be open to
other people working in this sector.

FINALLY…
This is an exciting new development. It has sought to learn
from past experiences and to introduce a strong baseline
qualification at the early stages of the development of a new
sector, thereby providing all of the children and young people
attending services now and into the future with well-trained
staff who meet their needs as effectively as possible.
Following the evaluations and the completion of the pilot
programme, it is intended that final decisions will be made
for the award at Level 5 and also that recommendations will
be made for training at higher levels. Ultimately, there will be
clear vocational and academic paths which will provide
routes for access transfer and progression within all parts of
this sector for those working within it, and those who wish to
move into it both now and in the future.
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Useful Resources on
School Age Programmes
The following resources are available from the NCRC:

After School +: A Practice Guide for Providers

School Age Childcare: Code of Practice

Barnardos National Children’s Resource Centre, 2004

Limerick City Childcare Committee, 2005

After School – The Way Forward: Good Practice
Guidelines for the Development of a Quality
After School Service

School-Age Childcare in the European Union

National Children’s Nurseries Association, 2000

What Happens After School? : An investigation
of after-school services for children aged 4-12
years in the Dublin area

A Guide to Policies & Procedures for
School Age Childcare
Limerick County Childcare Committee & North Tipperary
County Childcare Committee, 2006

BCCN Quality Development Information Pack for
School Age Childcare Services

European Network for School-Age Childcare, 1996

Centre for Social and Educational Research (CSER), 1999

The Woking Out of School Club Demonstration
Project: A Child-Centred Approach to Running a
School-Based After School Club
Children's Information Centre, 2000

Border Counties Childcare Network, 2006

BCCN Service Evaluation System for
School Age Childcare Services

365 Smart After-School Activites: TV-Free Fun
Anytime for Kids Ages 7–12
Sourcebooks, 2005

Border Counties Childcare Network, 2005

Learning is fun! : A guide to homework in kids' clubs
Kids Clubs Network, 1997

School Age Childcare: A Step by Step Guide to
Developing a School Age Childcare Service
Roscommon County Childcare Committee, 2005

School Age Childcare in Ireland: Report of a
working group of the National Childcare Coordinating Committee
Childcare Directorate Department of Justice, Equality
and Law Reform, 2005
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Employment developments in childcare services
for school-age children
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions, 2006

