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The role afterschool plays in communities across the country has changed 

over the past decade. Years ago, first aid qualification and an interest in 

working with kids was considered adequate professional preparation for staff 

at drop-in homework help and enrichment programs. The quality standards 

and assessment tools adopted by 30 states demand a workforce with different 

knowledge, skills and experience. Afterschool practitioners must be able to form 

supportive relationships with young people, plan and manage project-based 

learning, report and analyze student progress data and be knowledgeable of 

community supports available to the families they serve. The afterschool field 

has made great progress identifying what constitutes program quality. Now the 

field must take steps to ensure the afterschool workforce is able to deliver on 

these quality standards. 

Who is NAA and why do 
we care about quality?

The National AfterSchool Association (NAA) 
works to ensure that families who want and need 
expanded learning opportunities and care during 
out-of-school hours are able to access high-quality 
programs. NAA is the membership organization for 
professionals who work with children and youth 
in diverse school and community-based settings 
to provide a wide variety of learning experiences 

during the school year and the summer. The 
organization works actively to disseminate the 
best-practice thinking of the afterschool and youth 
development profession in a variety of modalities, 
including its website, annual conference, 
professional development opportunities and online 
and print resources. NAA undertook an initial 
VWXG\�RI�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�TXDOLW\�LPSURYHPHQW�H̫RUWV�
nationwide in the summer of 2014. This survey 
informed a series of white papers that discuss the 
elements of an afterschool quality improvement 
system, how these systems work across the country 
and make recommendations regarding next steps.
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Who is the afterschool 
workforce?

When describing the workforce, afterschool 
researchers and advocates often say it is part-
time, young, underpaid and temporary. They paint 
D�SLFWXUH�RI�VWD̫�QRW�PXFK�ROGHU�WKDQ�WKH�SURJUDP�
participants working in afterschool as a way to gain 
experience for future careers in education, social 
ZRUN��FRXQVHOLQJ�RU�RWKHU�\RXWK�VHUYLQJ�̬HOGV��
We now know this is not the case. In 2013, NAA 
conducted a survey of its members to test these 
assumptions about the pay, experience level and 
education level of those involved in the afterschool 
industry. The survey shattered their conclusions—
demonstrating the afterschool workforce has higher 
OHYHOV�RI�HGXFDWLRQ��PRUH�ORQJHYLW\�LQ�WKH�̬HOG�DQG�
are better compensated than previously reported. 

6XUYH\�̬QGLQJV�LQFOXGH��

34% have a Masters or Doctorate degree and 
11% have completed some post-graduate work, 

39% have been with their current employer for 
more than 10 years,

����KDYH�EHHQ�LQ�WKH�DIWHUVFKRRO�̬HOG�IRU�PRUH�
than 10 years,

70% are salaried employees, and

45% are required to obtain at least 16 hours of 
continuing education/professional development 
each year to maintain continued employment.1

The data from NAA’s initial survey of its members 
establishes a baseline to work from. The responses 
VKRZ�WKH�̬HOG�LV�IXUWKHU�DORQJ�D�SDWK�WRZDUGV�
professionalism than initially thought. At the 
same time, another survey, this one of afterschool 
grantmakers, demonstrates interest in learning 
more about the skills, knowledge base and 
professional goals of the existing workforce while 

simultaneously focusing on the development of 
FHUWL̬FDWLRQV��FUHGHQWLDOV�DQG�FRUH�FRPSHWHQFLHV�
that could help raise the professionalism of the 
afterschool workforce.2 A 2014 survey of NAA 
D̮OLDWHV�DQG�RWKHU�DIWHUVFKRRO�QHWZRUNV�DQG�
systems reveals a number of local and statewide 
H̫RUWV�WR�SURYLGH�SDWKZD\V�WR�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�
professionalism of afterschool practitioners. 

How do we build a quality 
afterschool workforce?  

Afterschool quality standards provide expectations 
UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�VNLOOV�DQG�DELOLWLHV�SURJUDP�VWD̫�
should have. Quality standards are an important 
̬UVW�VWHS��EXW�ZLWKRXW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�SURIHVVLRQDO�
development systems and supports to encourage 
practitioner’s goals of increasing their skills and 
knowledge, standards are unable to demonstrate 
their end goal—improvement of student outcomes. 

Several barriers make increasing workforce quality 
and practitioner professionalism challenging. 
In some states and communities, licensing and 
regulations are a barrier to increasing workforce 
quality. Researchers and educators continue to 
OHDUQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQWDO�GL̫HUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�
young and school-age children. Current research is 
IXUWKHU�̬QH�WXQLQJ�RXU�NQRZOHGJH��LQGLFDWLQJ�WKDW�
pre-school, grades K-3 and grades 4-7 represent 
WKUHH�YHU\�GL̫HUHQW�VWDJHV�RI�LQWHOOHFWXDO��SK\VLFDO�
and social development—and teachers and 
parents need to recognize and honor this through 
curricular and structural reforms in elementary 
and middle school classrooms. However, childcare 
licensing often delineates regulations only between 
infants and toddlers and children ages 4 and up. In 
these states, professional development is equally 
EOXQW�DQG�GRHV�QRW�R̫HU�DGHTXDWH�SURIHVVLRQDO�
development that meets the needs of afterschool 
providers. Some states have made progress in 

1. NAA Workforce Survey 2013
��� *UDQWPDNHUV�DQG�7KRXJKW�/HDGHUV�RQ�2XW�RI�6FKRRO�7LPH��6XUYH\�DQG�

Interview Report, Summer 2014, pp 16-17.
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GHVLJQLQJ�FRXUVHZRUN�WKDW�PHHWV�WKH�GL̫HUHQW�
skills and knowledge needed by afterschool 
practitioners, but lack trainers with the knowledge 
and experience to teach these courses. Finally, 
public funding for professional development is 
RIWHQ�OLPLWHG�DQG�GL̫XVHʈSUHVHQWLQJ�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�
barrier to increasing workforce quality. States are 
required to set aside a percentage of CCDF state 
IXQGV�IRU�TXDOLW\�LPSURYHPHQW�H̫RUWV��7KHUH�LV�D�
set minimum percentage of funding that must be 
set aside to fund professional development for 
infant and toddler providers. Unfortunately, there 
is no federal minimum set aside for afterschool 
professional development. In fact, funds that are 
earmarked to support afterschool professional 
development can also be used to support consumer 
HGXFDWLRQ�H̫RUWV�WKURXJK�WKH�VWDWHʌV�UHVRXUFH�DQG�
referral provider network. States are required to 
provide professional development to 21st CCLC 
grantees that run afterschool programs, however 
because that funding is minimal, the training it 
IXQGV�LV�W\SLFDOO\�UHVWULFWHG�WR�VWD̫�RI���VW�&&/&�
programs only. 

Pre-service requirements, such as the successful 
completion of coursework, demonstrating 
competency in a skill or passing a pre-employment 
text or exam are common in education and 
DFURVV�RWKHU�FDUHHU�̬HOGV��Core Knowledge and 
Competency documents (CKC) provide another 
approach to describing what an afterschool 
practitioner must know and be able to do before 
starting a job. Core Knowledge and Competencies 
take an additional step towards professionalism 
by providing a written ladder or lattice of the 
afterschool practitioner positions in a system. 
CKCs detail the various levels of responsibility 
GL̫HUHQW�OHYHOV�RI�DIWHUVFKRRO�SURJUDP�VWD̫�DQG�
leaders take for ensuring the program meets local 
or state afterschool standards. NAA adopted a set 
of Core Knowledge and Competencies in 2011. 

The framework addresses the skills and knowledge 
afterschool professionals must have in the following 
FRQWHQW�DUHDV��

 Q Child/youth growth and development

 Q Learning environments and curriculum

 Q Child/youth observation and assessment

 Q Interactions with children and youth

 Q Youth engagement

 Q Cultural competency and responsiveness

 Q Family, school and community relationships

 Q Safety and wellness

 Q Program planning and development

 Q Professional development and leadership

,Q�WKHLU�HQWLUHW\��WKHVH�GRPDLQV�GH̬QH�ZKDW�
professionals need to know and be able to 
do in order to provide quality child and youth 
programming. Additionally, the CKCs serve as the 
foundation for decisions and practices carried out 
by professionals in all settings and programs.3

In its survey of members, NAA learned that 45% 
of respondents must complete at least 16 hours 
of continuing education/professional development 
each year as a condition of continued employment. 
,Q�RXU�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�ZLWK�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�LQ�WKH�̬HOG��
ZH�OHDUQHG�WKDW�LW�FDQ�EH�GL̮FXOW�WR�̬QG�VXLWDEOH�
professional development coursework for an 
afterschool practitioner to meet this requirement. 
When designed well, a quality improvement 
V\VWHP�R̫HUV�D�clear framework of professional 
development and training aligned to each domain 
of its quality standards. Courses are crosswalked 
to standards and it is clear to a practitioner which 
course or courses he should take to gain the skills 
and knowledge necessary to move his practice to 
WKH�QH[W�OHYHO�RI�SUR̬FLHQF\��)DU�WRR�RIWHQ�WKLV�LV�
not the case. Afterschool professionals across the 
country decry the lack of professional development 

3.  Core Knowledge and Competencies for Afterschool and Youth   
Development Professionals. NAA, 2011.
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focused on the particular developmental needs of 
school-age children and programs. It is imperative 
WKDW�D�SURIHVVLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW�V\VWHP�R̫HUV�
a robust selection of coursework and technical 
assistance opportunities.

A provider registry provides an important role 
in helping practitioners manage their individual 
learning portfolio of training and experiences. 
Almost 40 states have child care provider or trainer 
registries that include resources for afterschool 
SURIHVVLRQDOV��5HJLVWULHV�EHQH̬W�SURJUDP�
OHDGHUV�DQG�VWD̫�DV�ZHOO�DV�SURJUDP�IXQGHUV�DQG�
administrators. They are designed to be electronic 
resumes and portfolios that capture an afterschool 
professional’s education level, professional 
GHYHORSPHQW�DFWLYLWLHV��ZRUN�KLVWRU\��FHUWL̬FDWLRQV�
and endorsements. Registries also support the 
development of an individualized professional 
development plan aligned to career goals and 
interests. 

Palm Beach County Partnership: 
Prime Time Palm Beach 
County, Palm Beach County 
Children’s Services and Palm 
Beach State College
Strong partnerships among agencies in 
Palm Beach County, Florida have created 
a linked afterschool quality improvement 
and school-age professional development 
system. There are three critical 
RUJDQL]DWLRQV�LQ�WKLV�SDUWQHUVKLS�

The Palm Beach County Children’s 
Services Bureau was created by voters in 
Palm Beach County to administer funds 
raised by a special taxing district. This 
agency provides leadership, funding and 
research on behalf of children in the county.

Prime Time Palm Beach County is 
the county’s afterschool intermediary, 
dedicated to improving the quality of 
afterschool programs in the county through 
professional development, a quality 
improvement system, dissemination of 
research and community engagement. 

The Institute of Early Care and Afterschool 
Programs at Palm Beach State College 
provides professional development 
coursework for afterschool professionals in 
Palm Beach. 

Working together, these partners have 
developed leveled Core Competencies, 
a Quality Improvement System and 
professional development that provides 
progressive supports and opportunities 
to individuals interested in a career in 
afterschool. Courses at Palm Beach State 
&ROOHJH�DUH�R̫HUHG�RQ�D�FRQWLQXXP�DQG�
provide a clear career ladder. Afterschool 
professionals can access pre-service 
education and a School-Age Professional 
&HUWL̬FDWH��6$3&���,I�WKH\�FKRRVH��WKH\�
may leverage the SAPC to enter a degree 
pathway, earning either an Associates’ or 
Bachelor of Applied Science degree.

We expect the OST 

workforce to excel at the 

most difficult forms of 

teaching—such as project-

based learning and 

inquiry-based approaches 

without anywhere near 

the resources or training 

available to K-12 teachers.



A professional development 

system is more than a list or 

calendar of courses that are 

offered throughout the year.
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Pre-service education requirements, core 
knowledge and competencies, professional 
development coursework and a professional 
development registry should all align to 
FHUWL̬FDWLRQ or a VWD̫�FUHGHQWLDO that is 
transferable from program to program, and ideally, 
VWDWH�WR�VWDWH��&HUWL̬FDWLRQV�DUH�JDLQLQJ�SRSXODULW\�
among employees and employers in many 
industries as a strategy for transparent sharing 
of skills, knowledge and abilities that helps match 
HPSOR\HHV�WR�HPSOR\HUV�DQG�MREV��&HUWL̬FDWHV�DUH�
awarded by industry associations and recognize 
SUR̬FLHQF\�LQ�D�VHW�RI�VSHFLDOL]HG�VNLOOV�DQG�
NQRZOHGJH��&HUWL̬FDWHV�DUH�PRUH�̭H[LEOH�WKDQ�D�
2- or 4-year college degree and are well suited to 

the afterschool workforce. As learned through the 
2013 workforce survey, a majority of afterschool 
practitioners have at least an undergraduate 
degree, with many having some graduate credits 
or a master’s degree. The ability to augment 
DQ�H[LVWLQJ�GHJUHH�ZLWK�FHUWL̬FDWLRQV�DOLJQHG�WR�
the needs of a program or community is a very 
attractive option. Additionally, the coursework to 
HDUQ�LQGXVWU\�FHUWL̬FDWHV�UHTXLUH�OHVV�FRPPLWPHQW�
of time and resources and can sometimes be 
completed wholly online in an asynchronous 
environment. 

A professional development system is more than 
D�OLVW�RU�FDOHQGDU�RI�FRXUVHV�WKDW�DUH�R̫HUHG�
throughout the year. To enable professional growth 
as well as program quality improvement, there must 
H[LVW�D�VFD̫ROG�RI�WRROV�DQG�UHVRXUFHV�WKDW�LGHQWLI\�
personal professional development needs, provide 
a variety of opportunities to meet those needs, a 
tool to track accomplishment and a strategy for 

recognizing professional growth and development. 
In short, a professional development system must 
LQFOXGH�WKHVH�EXLOGLQJ�EORFNV�

 Q Core Knowledge and Competencies,

 Q A series of coursework to provide necessary 
pre-service experience and knowledge,

 Q $�VWUDWHJ\�IRU�DVVHVVLQJ�VWD̫�WUDLQLQJ�QHHGV�

 Q A clear framework of professional 
development coursework and coaching 
aligned to Core Knowledge and Competencies, 

 Q A registry or electronic portfolio that tracks 
VWD̫�TXDOL̬FDWLRQV�DQG�WUDLQLQJ��DQG�

 Q $�FUHGHQWLDO�RU�FHUWL̬FDWH�WKDW�WUDQVSDUHQWO\�
FRPPXQLFDWHV�DIWHUVFKRRO�VWD̫�NQRZOHGJH��
skills and abilities to employers and parents. 

Illinois: Credential
Gateways to Opportunity, Illinois’ Professional 
'HYHORSPHQW�6\VWHP��R̫HUV�6FKRRO�$JH�
and Youth Development (SYAD) credentials. 
The credentials are designed to certify that 
an individual has demonstrated on-the-job 
SUR̬FLHQF\�LQ�QLQH�FRQWHQW�DUHDV��7UDLQLQJ�
for SYAD professionals also includes content 
in working with children with special needs, 
culture and diversity and group guidance in 
addition to advocacy and policy as well as 
program and agency guidance.

The SYAD credentials are a service of the 
INCCRRA, the Illinois Network of Child Care 
Resource and Referral Agencies. INCCRRA 
supports a number of initiatives designed 
to support the quality of child care and 
afterschool programs. 

INCCRRA works very closely with NAA’s state 
D̮OLDWH��WKH�,OOLQRLV�$IWHU6FKRRO�1HWZRUN��,Q�
collaboration, the two organizations provide 
an array of workshops, leadership seminars 
and an annual conference for afterschool 
practitioners.
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How can we sustain workforce 
and program quality?

Improving program and workforce quality is a 
chicken and egg proposition. It is impossible to run 
a quality afterschool program without competent 
VWD̫��7R�LQFUHDVH�DQG�VXVWDLQ�SURJUDP�TXDOLW\��
the quality improvement system must be equally 
GHYHORSHG�DQG�UREXVW�DORQJ�WZR�SDUDOOHO�WUDFNV�

 Q There must be foundational documents 
including quality standards, a quality 
assessment tool and core knowledge 
and competencies, AND

 Q There must be an aligned professional 
development system that provides supportive 
coursework, a registry to track professional 
accomplishments and a system of professional 
recognition such as an afterschool professional 
FUHGHQWLDO�RU�D�VHULHV�RI�FHUWL̬FDWLRQV�

Finally, there must be an infrastructure uniting 
these two parallel tracks that has adequate funding 
DQG�NQRZOHGJHDEOH�VWD̫�WR�FRRUGLQDWH�PXOWLSOH�
funding streams to support the quality improvement 
V\VWHP�DQG�OHDG�H̫RUWV�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�WKH�
EHQH̬WV�RI�WKH�V\VWHP�WR�DIWHUVFKRRO�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�
and consumers. 

Building and sustaining this system is cost- and 
labor-intensive. It takes time, energy, political 
capital and a great deal of collaboration. States 
that have been successful in building systems point 
WR�VSHFL̬F�VWUDWHJLHV�WKDW�KDYH�KHOSHG�VXVWDLQ�DQG�
buoy their work over time. Once a system is built, 
licensing and regulation change can provide a 
powerful incentive for programs and practitioners 
participation. Other states have implemented tiered 
reimbursement policies—providing higher CCDF 
subsidy payments to afterschool programs that 
GHPRQVWUDWH�SDUWLFXODU�OHYHOV�RI�VWD̫�DQG�SURJUDP�
quality. Some programs in turn reinvest the subsidy 
LQFUHDVH�EDFN�LQWR�WKH�VWD̫�E\�R̫HULQJ�WUDLQLQJ�
scholarships or tuition reimbursement for training 
RU�FHUWL̬FDWH�SURJUDPV��$V�QRWHG�HDUOLHU��VWD̫�
registries can provide compelling motivation to take 
professional development coursework by providing 
a transparent electronic portfolio of personal 
development and achievement.

Vermont: Afterschool Professional 
Development Model
9HUPRQW�R̫HUV�PXOWLSOH�SURIHVVLRQDO�
development opportunities for afterschool 
professionals at various points in their 
careers. Several statewide organizations and 
public agencies work in partnership to sustain 
an afterschool professional development and 
quality improvement system that includes 
Core Competencies and a Career Advising 
Guide, two afterschool credentials and 
on-the-job training. 

Working in partnership, the VT Child 
Development Division, Department for 
Children and Families, Vermont Afterschool, 
Inc. and the Northern Lights Career 
Development Center have created a set 
of Core Competencies for Afterschool 
Professionals and aligned professional 
development opportunities. To bolster 
WKH�SURIHVVLRQDOLVP�RI�WKH�̬HOG��WKH�VWDWH�
R̫HUV�ERWK�D�)RXQGDWLRQV�RI�$IWHUVFKRRO�
&HUWL̬FDWH�IRU�QHZ�SURIHVVLRQDOV�DV�ZHOO�DV�DQ�
$IWHUVFKRRO�3URIHVVLRQDO�FHUWL̬FDWH��7KHUH�DUH�
multiple pathways to access the professional 
development system—through the state 
child care agency, the Community College of 
Vermont and Vermont Afterschool, Inc. 

Finally, in recognition of the need for 
continuing professional development and 
learning for afterschool professionals, 
Vermont Afterschool has developed ISS-AP, 
the Individualized System of Support for 
Afterschool Programs. This program is an 
intensive, co-hort based coaching model for 
afterschool leaders. Small groups of leaders 
commit to four in-person study meetings and 
follow-up coaching sessions during a one-year 
period. ISS-AP curriculum is designed to allow 
afterschool program managers to “go deep” 
in an area of interest or need. Recent course 
WRSLFV�KDYH�LQFOXGHG��$IWHUVFKRRO�(VVHQWLDOV��
%XLOGLQJ�&RQ̬GHQFH�DQG�&RPSHWHQFH�LQ�.LGV��
)DPLO\�(QJDJHPHQW��67(0�LQ�$IWHUVFKRRO��
State Policy and Research. Visit the Vermont 
Afterschool, Inc. website for more information. 

http://www.vermontafterschool.org
http://www.vermontafterschool.org
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A Call to Action

Expectations for afterschool programs are high. Increasingly education 

reformers point to the potential of afterschool and summer programs 

WR�FORVH�DFKLHYHPHQW�JDSV��LQFUHDVH�WKLUG�JUDGH�UHDGLQJ�SUR̬FLHQF\�
and improve community outcomes. It turns out these expectations are 

realistic—each month it seems more evidence and research is produced 

WKDW�FRQ̬UPV�WKH�SRZHU�RI�DIWHUVFKRRO�SURJUDPV��7KH�LQGXVWU\�ZLOO�
not, however, be able to sustain 

these outcomes without quality 

SURJUDPV�VWD̫HG�E\�KLJKO\�TXDOL̬HG�
professionals. 

NAA advocates collaborative action 

to build and sustain an afterschool 

quality improvement system that 

transcends state borders. We want to 

leverage the existence of exemplary 

quality system elements across 

sectors across the country to provide national access to professional 

development and training opportunities to afterschool professionals of all 

experience levels. Once we are able to provide equitable access to high 

quality professional development and learning, will we be able to harness 

the true potential of afterschool. 

Increasingly education 

reformers point to the 

potential of afterschool and 

summer programs to close 

achievement gaps.


