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YMCA of the
USA is working
to close the
education
achievement gap
d transform
mmunities.

' Matt Alderton




When children lack educational competencies, entire
communities suffer:

e High school dropouts make up the majority of state and
federal prison populations.

* Half of people on welfare are high school dropouts.

* High school dropouts contribute less in taxes, volunteer less
frequently and vote less often.

Ys can address these disparities because of the large number
of youth we serve, our presence in urban communities, and
the partnerships we have with schools and other nonprofits.
Our holistic approach to youth development is particularly
important. In addition to academic support, Ys provide children
with the physical activity and nutrition that helps them learn.
Ys also foster the development of foundational values and
provide positive role models who promote a vision of what's
possible for young people.

“The genesis behind [the Urban and Educational Develop-
ment Department] is to help Ys in low-income and urban com-
munities have greater impact in the
communities they serve,” Royster
says. "We know we can change com-
munities if we can help more children
succeed in school.”

While the work of Urban and
Educational Development encom-
passes all stages of the educational
continuum—from early learning to
college  completion—its  primary
focusis in three areas: early learning,
afterschool programs and summer
learning. (Summer learning addresses
the loss of academic skills during
summer vacation, which is common
among all children, but exacerbated
in low-income communities.) The
rationale is twofold: Starting a child
on a positive academic journey as
early as possible yields the best
results; and the Y has the largest
existing footprint in these three areas. Teen leadership,
Achievers, Youth and Government, College Goal Sunday and
other programs will continue to help teens and young adults
develop their skills and make college a reality, but Y-USA’s work
on elevating and fine-tuning program models and elements will
first focus on younger students.

The methodologies and tools that we're researching and
vetting help us:

e |dentify model programs;
e Develop best practices;
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“"We know we
can change

communities
if we can help

more children
succeed in
school.’

—Jarrett Royster, National Director of
Urban and Educational Development, Y-USA
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e Create trainings, strategies and resources to support
low-income communities with a focus on education;

* Promote Y-to-Y learning;

e Determine the best integration points for evidence-based
practices that drive educational outcomes.

The reality is that myriad and complex factors contribute to
the achievement gap, and each community has unique circum-
stances that complicate the problem. Ys have a significant role
in closing the gap. With deliberate and focused engagement,
we can demonstrate to kids, families and communities that we
value education. And we can instill that value in all who come
through our doors.

CASE STUDY: PLAY AND LEARN

They say everything’s bigger in Texas. Unfortunately, the
achievement gap is no exception. According to a study of
eight Texas school districts by E3 Alliance, a nonprofit in
Austin, Texas, just 42 percent of economically disadvantaged
children who attended a preschool
program—and only 12 percent of
those who didn't—were kindergarten-
ready, versus 68 and 53 percent of
children, respectively, who were not
economically disadvantaged.

To close the gap, the YMCA of
Metropolitan Dallas launched its
Play and Learn early learning readi-
ness program in 2009 at the Irving
Family YMCA in Irving, Texas.

Empowering Children and
Caregivers

Some studies put the number of
children under the age of five who
are cared for in non-licensed facilities
with neighbors or family friends as
high as 60 percent. At this critical
learning stage, many youngsters are
in the care of individuals who lack
the knowledge, training or comfort level to create learning
opportunities. Parents, too, often lack the mindset and tools
to actively play with their children.

Enter Play and Learn. The Metropolitan Dallas Y was one of
three Ys to receive a $30,000 grant from The Boeing Company
and Y-USA for a Play and Learn program in 2009. The program,
designed by Seattle-based Child Care Resources, is a facilitated
playgroup that equips informal caregivers (family, friends,
neighbors) to engage children up to age 6 in developmental
learning. Play and Learn is currently administered two days a

The impact of educational achievement is immediate and far-reaching:

— KIDS DO WELL
— IN SCHOOL. THEY FEEL
GOOD ABOUT THEM-
SELVES AND COMMIT
THEMSELVES TO
SCHOLARSHIP.

THEY SPEND MORE
TIME AT SCHOOL
AND LESS TIME ON
===  THE STREETS.

GANG ACTIVITY AND

YOUTH VIOLENCE ERODE. SCHOOLS

ACHIEVE HIGHER
TEST SCORES AND
GRADUATION
RATES.

NEIGHBORHOODS ATTRACT NEW
PROSPEROUS RESIDENTS WHO
REINVEST IN THE COMMUNITY BY
OPENING BUSINESSES, CREATING
JOBS AND ENCOURAGING ADVOCACY.

NEIGHBORHOODS
BECOME SAFER.

week at the Irving Y, and one day a week
at two Irving preschools.

Sessions last for 90 minutes and feature
eight to 12 play areas, called “learning
centers,” where caregivers engage children
in activities that encourage academic and
social development. For example, one
station uses blocks to teach math skills,
while another uses magnets to teach
science concepts.

The result: Kids are better prepared
for school in the short-term, which
impacts their long-term educational
achievement. According to the National
Institute for Early Education Research,
kids who learn academic and social
fundamentals before entering preschool
will have higher IQs, standardized test
scores, high school graduation rates and
college enrollment rates.

“In some urban settings, a relative
without child development experience
often watches the child,” says Doug Fox,
Executive Director of the Irving Y. “Chil-
dren sit in front of a TV or in a bedroom
with very little positive educational stim-
ulation. Our program gives that caregiver
some tools that promote learning.”

Partnering With Caregivers

Play and Learn’s focus on caretaker
involvement in early learning and school
readiness is unique.

In Irving, 80 percent of families in
the school district qualify for free or
reduced-price lunch. “With significant
economic challenges, friends and rela-
tives are often asked to care for chil-
dren instead of incurring the expense of
preschool-type programs,” Fox says.

Play and Learn teaches parental
involvement by modelingit. It helps informal
caregivers better understand their role
in creating a learning environment, and
it models developmentally appropriate
learning activities that they can replicate
with children in their care. For example,
although a translator is present during
sessions, all programming is in English.
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This helps Spanish-speaking caregivers learn the language so
they can take a more active role in the child’s learning.

In addition, each learning center has a laminated index card
that explains in Spanish and English the learning objectives of
that activity from the child’s point of view. At a station that
teaches words with mirrors, the card reads, "I'm learning new
words when you point to my eyes, ears and nose.”

The Power of Play
Upon completing the pilot program in 2009 and 2010, the
Irving Y received a block grant from the city to continue Play and
Learn during the 2010-2011 school year. To date, it's served
more than 375 people—55 percent kids, 45 percent adults. The
outcomes include an increase in the amount of time caregivers
spend talking and reading to children and helping them interact
with others; improved caregiver understanding of school
readiness and developmental milestones; and reduced feelings
of isolation among caregivers.

The Irving Y plans to expand
Play and Learn to new sites—
including schools, churches and
health care sites—while the Dallas
Y hopes to expand the program to
other Ys in the community.

33

Source: Lumina Foundation for Education

CASE STUDY: Y BOOST ACHIEVERS
For inner-city youth in Baltimore, crime and poverty are stark
realities that inevitably affect their educational performance.

Baltimore ranks eighth on the list of America’s most
dangerous cities, according to U.S. News and World Report.
According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation, 23.5 percent of
third graders and 49.8 percent of eighth graders scored below
proficient on the Maryland School Assessment.

To improve the odds for its youth, the Baltimore City Public
School System and Baltimore’s After School Strategy—a multi-
organizational, citywide initiative to improve afterschool programs—
launched Baltimore’s Out of School Time in 2004 in 15 schools. The
program includes 58 school-based afterschool programs that local
nonprofits manage. The YMCA of Central Maryland operates eight
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BOOST sites that serve approximately 700 low-income students as
part of its Y Achievers out-of-school time program.

Extracurricular Academics, Activities

The Central Maryland Y’s BOOST sites are schools where up to 98
percent of students qualify for free or reduced-price school lunch.
At these schools, afterschool programs last for three hours a day,
for three, four or five days a week.

Students, who attend afterschool programs for free, typically
get an hour of academic instruction, 30 minutes of homework
help, an hour’s worth of enrichment activities, and 30 minutes
for supper and socializing. The program is funded by the Family
League of Baltimore City, which receives the funds from the city.
Participating organizations must provide a 20 percent cash match.

The program’s research-based curriculum focuses on math
and reading, while enrichment activities include art, chess, dance,
STEM (science, technology, engineering and math), gardening,
government and sports.
Academics and enrichment
activities at each BOOST
site are based on school
and student needs.

COMPARED

TO $27,000 FOR THOSE WITH JUST
A HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA.

PERCENT OF AMERICANS NOW
BELIEVE A COLLEGE DEGREE IS
REQUIRED FOR SUCCESS.

Smart Streets

BOOST's credo is simple: Kids who attend high-quality,
enriching afterschool programs get better grades, attend
school more often and behave better.

The Central Maryland Y grounds its programming in the
Search Institute’s Developmental Assets framework, a list of 40
experiences and qualities that predict future success and prevent
high-risk behavior, such as family support and service to others.

“Every activity we do now has a learning outcome tied to it—
even art or dance,” says Chris Ader-Soto, Senior Vice President,
Family and Youth Asset Development, at the Central Maryland Y.

The Y hopes BOOST's focus on providing high quality after-
school programs will help Baltimore build lifelong assets in
youth and revitalize urban neighborhoods.

"Youth need to graduate school prepared for the 21st
century,” says Marianne Reynolds, Executive Director, Youth
Asset Development, at the Y of Central Maryland.

‘BOOST ing Results
Three groups have contributed significantly to BOOST's

success: parents, who attend monthly "Family Strengthening
Nights”; teachers, who are Y staff that administer the
program; and school administrators, who collaborate closely
on curriculum.

“With BOOST, we're not a vendor; we're a partner of the
school,” Ader-Soto says.

That partnership has produced impressive results, according
to data from Baltimore’s After School Strategy:

e BOOST participants have higher attendance rates than other

BCPSS students.
¢ 83 percent of youth agree that BOOST helped them “do bet-

ter at school.”
¢ 86 percent of youth agree that BOOST helped them “have a
positive feeling about their future.”

What can’t be as easily measured is BOOST's personal im-
pact. Upon learning that 15 kids planned to complete a proj-
ect in lieu of taking the Maryland High School Assessment, a
BOOST site director explained the importance of the test to
them. The kids took it. "Our students don't fall through the
cracks,” Reynolds says. =

LEADER

This Y leader uses her Leadership Competencies to
change lives and impact her community.

Find out how to develop your Leadership
Competencies. TAKE THE LEADERSHIP COMPETENCY
ONLINE ASSESSMENT TODAY. Find it at

www. ymcaexchange.org undes "My Account,
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