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Abstract: The Excellence in Youth Programming (Excel) Initiative
strives to support youth programs in delivering high quality
programs. The backbone of Excel is the Youth Development
Observational Tool (YDOT) which allows for the virtual assessment
of program staff who work with children and youth ages 9-18 years.
The YDOT also allows Excel to provide structured feedback to
programs. Excel has several unique features, including a virtual
platform and a focus on the relationships between adults and youth
participating in after-school programs. Offering structured
assessment and interaction online eliminates expenses, provides
convenient access for programs around the globe, and allows for
unobtrusive assessment of worker-youth interactions. Excel is also
integrated into a broader network of resources, tools, and research
for those working with children and youth ages 9-18.

Introduction

Fostering positive youth development requires intentional, planned scaffolding throughout
childhood and adolescence. Empowering young people to be productive, engaged members of
their community, and to develop healthy relationships necessitates broad-based efforts by all
levels of the child’s support system and broader community (Gambone, & Connell, 2004).
Although school is a major source of support and structure for youth, young people spend
approximately 80% of their time outside of school (School’s Out Washington, 2008). During
early adolescence, young people spend a great deal of time in organized youth programs. It is
estimated that over 8 million children and youth participate in after school programs annually,
and over 14 million engage in such programming over the summer (Afterschool Alliance, 2009).
As such, these programs have tremendous potential to provide meaningful support that can
contribute to positive youth development. Further, involvement in positive, structured programs
may decrease the potential for youth to engage in risky, negative behaviors (Mahoney, &
Stattin, 2000).



Although it is hoped that young people benefit generally from youth programming, research has
found that positive outcomes are only seen when such services are of high quality (Borden,
Schlomer, & Wiggs, 2011). The relationships between workers and youth can provide a
pathway to positive youth development (Serido, Borden, & Perkins, 2009). Thus, dedicating
specific resources to ensuring excellence in youth programs is vital to youth outcomes.
Specifically, improving the quality of youth programs has the potential to have positive ripple
effects across a variety of life domains—academic achievement, social emotional and life skills
development, health and well-being, and civic engagement can also be improved for young
people (Borden & Perkins, 2006; Hamilton, Hamilton, & Pittman, 2004; Mahoney, Cairns &
Farmer, 2003; Walsh, 2007).

One of the key components of high quality youth programming is the presence of competent
staff who understand the principles of positive youth development and create opportunities to
promote such growth (Borden, et al., 2011). Although hiring staff with requisite training,
experience, and interpersonal skills is important, ongoing monitoring, feedback, and mentoring
are vital to improve skill sets. Staff who are systematically evaluated and routinely receive
praise and supportive feedback on their work have the opportunity to grow and develop,
thereby enhancing their competence as well as the potential benefits for the youth they serve.
Evaluation of staff effectiveness is beneficial not only for individual competence and internal
self-studies, but also can be helpful with site visits and accreditation reviews. Programs can use
data from such evaluations to develop improvement plans, report achievements to funders and
community stakeholders, and design additional quality programming.

Overview of the Excel Initiative

The Excellence in Youth Programming (Excel) Initiative (funded by the Departments of
Defense's Office of Family Readiness Policy) strives to ensure programs that serve young people
have the tools and resources needed to deliver high quality programs that promote the positive
development of young people. Excel was specifically designed to increase the quality of out-of-
school-time programs. As part of this work, the Youth Development Observational Tool (YDOT)
was developed to serve as the backbone of the Excel Initiative. YDOT allows for the virtual
assessment of individuals (e.g. staff, youth development practitioners, program leaders) who
work with youth ages 9-18 years. Unlike other program quality assessment tools that assess
multiple environmental elements of a program, the focus of the YDOT is exclusively on the
practitioner and his/her interactions with young people.

The YDOT observational tool is grounded in research focused on the eight key elements of high
quality out-of-school programs:

(1) physical and psychological safety;

(2) supportive relationships;

(3) opportunities to belong;

(4) positive social norms;

(5) appropriate structure;

(6) support for efficacy and mattering;

(7) opportunities for skill building; and

(8) integration of family, school, and community efforts (Eccles, & Gootman, 2002).



Development of the YDOT was guided by the youth development literature (Borden, Scholmer,
& Wiggs, 2011) and items were designed to assess the key elements needed within after-school
programs to promote the positive development of young people (Eccles, & Gootman, 2002).

This assessment tool was created through a multi-stage process with the first stage requiring
each survey item to be reviewed and vetted by researchers to ensure its consistency with the
research literature. In the second stage, the tool was sent to national experts in the field of
youth development for external review. During the third stage, the tool was used by a group of
researchers and graduate students to determine inter-rater reliability through the watching and
evaluating an after-school program. Reviewers were asked to view three 15-minute video
segments of an after-school program and provide their ratings for each segment on rating
forms. Reviewers were also asked to provide feedback regarding the usability of the tool. Each
set of reviews was compiled and compared to the other reviews. Reviewers then met with the
research group to discuss their experience and to clarify their ratings. Finally, the fourth stage
involved the recruiting of individuals who had expertise in developing and conducting after-
school programs to use the observational tool in evaluating an after-school program. Scores
were compiled and compared, and reviewers then met and discussed their responses. The
research team used the information from each stage to make changes to the observational tool
to ensure a reliable tool.

Procedurally, the Excel Initiative begins with youth programs identifying three staff members
who upload three separate 10-minute videos to the secure online platform developed for Excel.
In order to capture a full range of staff youth programming skills and activities, each of the 10-
minute videos is required to come from different program offerings, as well as from three
distinct staff members. Each video is carefully reviewed and scored by an Excel master coach.
In scoring the videos, coaches use eight distinct components within each of the eight Eccles
and Gootman (2002) key elements, scoring a total of 64 components. Master coaches also take
observational notes and record feedback during this time. The coach then provides virtual (e.g.,
telephone, vide conference) feedback and guidance to each individual who provided the videos,
with a summary report about the overall program provided to the program administrator.

In this way, the Excel Initiative scores and provides feedback for the overall program, rather
than for individual staff members. This program is designed to improve program quality and
thus is not designed as a way to evaluate employees. The coach also works directly with the
program director to implement a program improvement plan. During this time, professional
development modules (from the Military Research and Outreach website) are offered in areas of
needed growth, and coaches can develop goals and objectives for program improvement.

Unique Features of the Excel Initiative

Numerous observational and coaching tools for youth programs exist (for a review, see Brosi,
2011). Examples of commonly used tools include the Youth Program Quality Assessment Tool
(YPQA) (Smith, & Hohmann, 2005), the National Collaboration for Youth’s Competency
Observation Assessment Tool (Astroth, Batchelor, Garza, Scanlin, & Taylor, nd), and the Out-of-
School Time (OST) Observation Instrument (Russell, 2008). Most such observation tools are
designed to assess overall program operations and function. In contrast, the Excel Initiative
uses the YDOT, which is specifically designed to assess the relationships between adults and
young people who participate in after-school programs. Feedback is provided at the program
level rather than the individual level, addressing skill areas of strength and areas of



development that are based on research-supported features of youth programs (e.g., Eccles, &
Gootman, 2002).

Another unique feature of the YDOT tool pertains to it being available online to programs across
the world. Users interact with the program through a secure online platform, providing
numerous advantages. This virtual platform:

» Eliminates the need for face-to-face contact

» Eliminates the time and cost of coach/evaluator travel

» Affords significant cost savings to programs looking for coaching

« Provides easy, convenient access to all programs in both urban and in remote areas

» Allows for unobtrusive assessment of worker-youth interactions because program

participants are not faced with an unknown observer

Importantly, the YDOT assessment tool is integrated into a broader network of resources. The
online platform includes an on-line interactive course for each topic addressed in the
assessment; thus, child care professionals who wish to enhance their skills in a certain domain
can easily access focused training to increase their effectiveness.

Conclusions and Future Directions

In conclusion, the Excel Initiative offers much to out-of-school time programs through the use
of the YDOT, master coaching, and associated tools and resources. Programs wishing to
participate in Excel may consider using professional development dollars to fund this initiative,
or they may partner with local community foundations to fund staff development of this nature.
This initiative is a promising, innovative approach to observing and mentoring those that work
with and on behalf of young people. Through the funding effort of this project, the Department
of Defense is demonstrating creativity and initiative in pioneering a novel approach that can be
used across a spectrum of youth development programs. The Excel Initiative is a promising new
program that provides development and growth opportunities to youth development staff
throughout the world through the use of the YDOT, coaching, innovative tools, and research-
based resources.
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