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Foreword

The role of after-school programming is in transition. In the past, after-school programs provided mainly 
homework help and fulfilled a childcare need for parents. Increasingly, private and public funders and 
other stakeholders view the after-school hours as an important time to improve student achievement and 
to complement learning within a school setting. This change in what we have come to expect of after-
school programming demands that we learn and share what works — and what doesn’t — as we aim to 
improve student achievement. That is the focus of this report.

In support of our mission to expand opportunity for Californians and to advance their educational and 
economic prospects, The James Irvine Foundation launched in 1999 the largest program initiative in its 
history: Communities Organizing Resources to Advance Learning (CORAL), an eight-year, $58 million 
effort to improve the educational performance of low-achieving students in five California cities. 

During the school years from 2004 to 2006, the Foundation engaged Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) to 
evaluate the CORAL initiative. P/PV is a national nonprofit organization whose mission is to improve 
the effectiveness of social policies, programs and community initiatives, especially as they affect youth 
and young adults. P/PV served as a key independent partner in helping to reorient the focus of CORAL 
after a midcourse assessment revealed disappointing student outcomes. The firm also brought a rigor 
and discipline in implementing these changes, helping to pave the way for the initiative’s eventual 
successes, including achievement of measured gains in reading levels by participants receiving consistent, 
quality literacy programming after school. Along the way, P/PV documented CORAL outcomes, lessons 
learned and promising strategies for boosting student achievement through after-school programming. 

Findings from the CORAL experience offer new insight for those who strive to advance, fund, design 
and implement effective after-school programs. We remain committed to identifying ways to share these 
findings and lessons broadly to ensure the success and advancement of this important work. 

 James E. Canales

 President and Chief Executive Officer

 The James Irvine Foundation
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context: after-school evaluations
There is widespread agreement — among parents, 
policymakers and educators — that after-school 
programs can and should provide developmentally 
appropriate places for youth, offering safety,  
structure and supportive adults, and exposure to  
new and different experiences that create opportunities 
for healthy growth and development.1 For more  
than a decade, funding has increased for programs  
that provide these kinds of developmentally appropriate 
supports and opportunities. At the same time, there  
has been an increased focus on utilizing these  
after-school hours to help improve children’s  
academic achievement.2

By the early 2000s, however, several evaluations  
of the largest-scale after-school programs began to 
report findings suggesting that at least one of their 
major goals — supporting academic gains — might be 
beyond their reach.3 The evaluations also highlighted 
two critical issues that could be impeding more positive 
results: First, many of the programs attempted to 
achieve academic gains only by providing homework 
help or through inconsistent or poorly implemented 
academically oriented activities;4 and, second, many of 
the children who were enrolled were not participating 
on a regular or sustained enough basis for the programs  
to be expected to influence their achievement.5 In 
addition, recent research has suggested that children’s 
engagement in after-school programs — for example 
their sense of belonging to, and interest in, the 
programs — may be an important contributor to the 
programs’ ability to influence children’s achievement 
and behaviors. These three issues — quality, 
participation and engagement — have thus increasingly 
interested funders and researchers who are exploring 
the effectiveness of after-school programs.6  

The current evaluation of the Communities Organizing 
Resources to Advance Learning (CORAL) initiative 
was designed in late 2003 as the results of these 
large-scale after-school program evaluations were just 
emerging. Thus, it offered a timely opportunity to 
explore the effectiveness of an after-school initiative 
that took a targeted approach to delivering high-
quality literacy programming, within a broader array 
of activities intended to engage children in the after-
school hours. The data collected and analyzed for this 
evaluation of the final two years of the initiative (from 
2004 to 2006) allow us to measure and link quality, 
participation, engagement and outcomes — advancing 
our knowledge of strategies likely to make a difference 
for children. 

cORaL evaluation and evolution
In the 2004–2005 school year, when the current 
evaluation began, total CORAL enrollment statewide 
was 5,321, ranging from 585 to 2,081 across the cities. 
Most youth served were elementary-school aged, and 
they came from varied backgrounds and cultures. The 
highest percentage were Latino/a (about 68 percent), 
followed by African American and Asian American 
youth. Over half (53 percent) of CORAL children were 
designated English learners, and 89 percent, overall, 
were recipients of free or reduced-price lunch. 

Their scores on the California Standards Test-English 
Language Arts (CST-ELA), from Spring 2004, show 
that only a small portion (16 percent) met or exceeded 
the grade-level proficiency standards for reading. Of the 
sample explored in most depth in this evaluation, 50 
percent were reading two or more grades below level, 
and an additional 20 percent were reading one grade  
below level.

The initial CORAL philosophy reflected best practices 
in the fields of youth development programming 
and community initiatives, including an emphasis on 
consistent staffing to promote positive adult-youth 
relationships, and policies and practices designed to 
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 The James Irvine Foundation launched the eight-year CORAL after-school initiative in 1999 with the goal 
of helping to improve the academic achievement of children in the lowest-performing schools in fi ve 
California cities: Fresno, Long Beach, Pasadena, Sacramento and San Jose.  

 Once fully operational, this large-scale initiative served approximately 5,000 children each year — more than 
half of whom were designated as English learners and many of whom came from low-income families — across 
over 30 school- and community-based sites. Most of the youth were of elementary-school age, primarily fi rst- 
to fi fth-graders, with a small proportion in middle-school grades. The Foundation provided implementation 
support in all of the cities, with the objective of funding the initiative for fi ve to six years in each site. In total, 
the Foundation committed over $58 million to CORAL, making it the most signifi cant and ambitious initiative 
undertaken by Irvine.

 Following disappointing outcomes identifi ed through a midpoint review, CORAL focused the wide breadth 
of programs offered at its sites on literacy activities and boosted program quality through a rigorous process 
of continuous improvement and staff development. These changes led to pronounced gains in achievement 
for a range of students.

 The children involved in CORAL represented great diversity in their ethnicity and language profi ciency 
and also, to some degree, in their performance at school. This diversity adds dimension to an examination 
of the role that after-school programs can play in the lives of different subgroups of youth and, in particular, 
English learners — a topic often missing in after-school research. 

 CORAL offers several key lessons to those with a stake in the success of after-school programs. Chief among 
the lessons are that after-school programs can, indeed, help promote student academic achievement, and 
that success requires targeted investment, stakeholder commitments, focused academic support, quality 
programming, and a process of continual improvement to attain and maintain high levels of quality. 

COMMUNITIES ORGANIZING RESOURCES TO ADVANCE LEARNING (CORAL)

foster regular and ongoing youth participation. While 
all the CORAL cities shared the goal of improving 
youth’s academic achievement, the initiative, during its 
early years, had broad guidelines for implementation. 
As a result, there was great variation across the state in 
the approach and content of the after-school programs. 
While the sites typically provided youth with some 
mix of homework help and enrichment activities, the 
programming ranged from primarily a science-based 
enrichment curriculum, to mostly homework help, to a 
focus on art and cultural experiences.

In 2003, at approximately the mid-point of the initiative, 
results from a study of CORAL’s early outcomes 
conducted by SRI International, suggested that the cities 
were struggling with serious implementation issues. 
Participant numbers fell short of agreed-upon goals, 
and the cost per participant was more than double 
what was widely considered reasonable. In addition, 
the study indicated that, with a few exceptions, the 

programming — which, aside from “homework help,” 
consisted almost entirely of enrichment activities — was 
of relatively low quality.7 

In response to these concerns about quality, participation 
and cost — and to the accumulating evidence that after-
school programming focused primarily on enrichment 
and homework help does not have an impact on 
academic achievement — the Foundation determined 
to intensify CORAL’s educational focus. Public/Private 
Ventures (P/PV) was asked to assist in this work and  
to evaluate the results.8 

To reduce variability among the sites and increase the 
likelihood that the initiative, as a whole, would achieve 
its intended goals, CORAL, in Fall 2004, adopted 
a much more targeted approach for its academic 
component: the implementation of literacy programming 
three to four days a week, for 60 to 90 minutes each 
day, that focused on concrete strategies for helping 
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children far behind in reading skills improve, while also 
bringing literature and reading to life for the children. 
This programming was based on the core strategies of 
balanced literacy, a model that reflects current research 
on developing competent readers. These strategies 
include:
•	 Read alouds — staff read stories (or, occasionally, 

nonfiction books) to the children, including short 
books that can be read in 10 or 15 minutes and 
chapter books that are read over the course of 
several days.

•	 Book discussions — staff lead the children in 
talking about the story that has just been read.

•	 Writing activities — the children write about topics 
they have just discussed or create their own stories.

•	 Vocabulary activities — the children review words  
or learn new words.

•	 Skill-development activities — the children 
practice particular literacy skills, such as letter 
sounds or spelling. 

•	 Independent reading — the children spend time 
reading books of their choice at a level where they 
can read fluently and with high comprehension.

After the introduction of these balanced literacy 
strategies, CORAL programs continued to provide 
children with enrichment opportunities and, in 
most cities, reserved time for homework help in 
the remaining portion of each day’s after-school 
programming. 

As in previous years, the children were generally 
divided into groups based on grade level. Each group 
consisted of 12 to 20 children and was led by one or 
two staff members, called team leaders, who supervised 
the children and were also typically responsible for 
planning and leading literacy activities.

An interim report, Launching Literacy in After-School 
Programs, based on data collected in the first year after 
the shift to literacy programming (the 2004–2005 
school year), describes the CORAL cities’ successes and 
challenges in implementing the literacy component and 
examines the relationship between quality programming 
and the children’s gains in reading during that first 
year.9 The final report (on which this executive 

summary is based) presents research conducted over a 
two-year period, focusing on changes in the quality of 
the literacy programming during that time, the extent 
of the children’s participation and engagement in 
CORAL, and the relationship of each factor — quality, 
participation and engagement — to positive changes 
in children’s reading performance and attitudes. In 
addition, the report discusses the costs of CORAL, 
including the cost of the investments in quality, in terms 
of staffing, training, program monitoring and books. 

summary of Findings from  
the two-Year evaluation of cORaL
The findings described in this report have been drawn 
from data collected from multiple sources between 
Fall 2004 and Summer 2006, including enrollment, 
attendance, activity and participation data from each 
city’s management information system (MIS); scores 
from the CST-ELA from Spring 2004, 2005 and 2006; 
interviews with program and partner agency staff; 
and a cost survey. The evaluation focuses on a subset 
of four to five sites in each of the five CORAL cities 
and follows a sample of children who were in the 
third and fourth grades in Fall 2004 and then in the 
fourth and fifth grades in the second year of the study. 
For these intensive research sites and grade levels, 
extensive observations of on-the-ground programming 
were conducted, parents completed surveys, and 
children completed surveys and individualized reading 
assessments at multiple time points. 

This data collection strategy allows us to link  
these data together and describe important patterns 
of relationships between the quality of programs, 
participation, engagement and outcomes. Thus,  
the results of the study are informative for program 
designers, funders, researchers and policymakers who 
are interested in the specific practices that make after-
school programs effective for children. The diversity  
of the children involved in CORAL — in their ethnicity 
and language proficiency and also, to some degree,  
in their performance at school — adds to our ability  
to examine the role of after-school programs for 
different subgroups of youth, in particular, English 
learners, a topic often missing in after-school research.10  
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Key Findings

children’s reading success was strongly related 
to the quality of literacy programming. cORaL 
participants showed greater gains in grade-level 
reading and performed better on standardized tests 
when they were exposed to more consistent and 
higher-quality literacy activities. 

Results from the first year of the evaluation indicated 
greater gains over five months on the individualized 
reading assessment (.45 grade-levels in reading) for 
children exposed to consistent implementation of 
the balanced literacy strategies — read alouds, book 
discussions, independent reading, writing, vocabulary 
development and skill development activities — and 
higher-quality implementation of those strategies. In 
contrast, those children exposed to inconsistent or low-
quality implementation of the literacy strategies gained 
just .26 grade-levels in reading. 

In the second year of the evaluation, when almost all 
of the staff leading the literacy activities had improved 
and were consistently using the literacy strategies, the 
average reading gain for all children in the sample 
(based on the individualized reading assessment) was 
.44 grade levels — comparable to the average gain of 
.45 for children exposed to higher-quality activities 
during Year One. Also in Year Two, children in groups 
where team leaders used stronger classroom practices 
(the instructor offered strong adult support, was skilled 
at group management, provided high-quality instruction 
and made connections between the children’s lives and 
the books they were reading) in combination with more 
consistent and higher-quality implementation of the 
literacy strategies were more likely to have a positive 
outcome on the CST-ELA test. (A positive outcome 
was defined as moving from “far below basic” or 
“below basic” up to a higher level, or remaining “basic,” 
“proficient” or “advanced” from one year to the next). 

The evaluation design did not include a comparison 
group; therefore, we cannot firmly conclude that the 
gains made by the CORAL youth are any different 
from what might be expected had they not taken part 
in the program. 

However, the finding that the quality and consistency 
with which CORAL instructors delivered the literacy 
programming are related to reading-level gains and 
improvement on the CST-ELA suggests that the 
program has had some bearing on these gains. 

higher levels of engagement in cORaL were related 
to positive changes in children’s attitudes toward 
reading as well as attitudes and behaviors in school.

Children’s engagement in CORAL, as measured by 
their sense of belonging, was an important contributor 
to changes in 10 of the 13 outcomes examined in the 
areas of reading attitudes, as well as school attitudes 
and behaviors. That is, the stronger the children’s sense 
of belonging to the program, the more likely they were 
to have a positive change in outcomes that included 
enjoyment of reading, liking and wanting to go to 
school, and time spent reading after school. (Children’s 
levels of participation in CORAL were not related to 
changes in these outcomes.)

Because children’s sense of belonging emerged as such 
a strong predictor of positive changes in outcomes, 
additional analyses were conducted to understand 
whether the observed program quality ratings (that is, 
the literacy strategies and classroom practices) might 
be associated with children’s sense of belonging to 
the CORAL programs. But no such relationship was 
apparent. However, children’s perceptions of CORAL 
as a place with positive peer relationships (i.e., they 
liked the other children there, got to know them very 
well, and had a lot of friends there) and how safe 
they felt in CORAL (as measured in Fall 2004) were 
positively related to their sense of belonging (measured 
in 2006).
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the findings were promising for the diverse group 
of children served by cORaL, including the large 
number of english learners (53 percent) and children 
performing far-behind in reading. Both of these 
subgroups showed similar gains when compared to 
their cORaL peers.

This study provided important information on the role 
of after-school programs for English learners, a rapidly 
growing population in California and throughout the 
United States. Slightly more than half (53 percent) of 
the children in the CORAL study were identified as 
English learners, a greater proportion than documented 
in other studies of after-school programs.11 English 
learners gained as much as English-proficient children 
who had the same level of participation and were 
exposed to the same level of quality. 

Findings from this evaluation also demonstrate that 
an after-school program can benefit children who 
are far-behind in reading. Children who were two 
or more grade levels behind in reading based on the 
individualized reading assessments gained just as much 
as their higher-achieving counterparts over the same 
period of time. 

Without a comparison group, it is difficult to place 
these findings in context. However, previous studies 
have suggested that children from low-income families 
may fall further and further behind in reading between 
first and fourth grades. The CORAL experience offers 
promise in that the children who were most behind  
and those who were English learners kept pace in  
their gains.

Beneficial program characteristics
In addition to these promising outcomes for the 
children involved in CORAL, the evaluation 
also identified crucial program achievements and 
characteristics that laid the groundwork for the positive 
benefits participants derived. These include:

cORaL sites were able to increase the quality of 
their literacy programming relatively quickly. By the 
end of the second year of implementation almost all 
(88 percent) of the literacy activities observed had 
reached a moderate level of quality. this was a key 
achievement, as quality was found to be related to 
children’s reading gains. 

In Fall 2004, the CORAL programs began the process 
of incorporating 60 to 90 minutes of literacy, three to 
four afternoons per week, into their existing array of 
enrichment and recreational activities. At the end of the 
first year of the evaluation, about one-third (36 percent) 
of the groups observed were reaching a moderate level 
of consistency and quality in their implementation 
of the literacy program model. The CORAL city 
directors and staff drew on information from the first-
year evaluation, as well as lessons learned from their 
own experiences, as they developed approaches for 
improving the quality of their programming. Their 
efforts included having an effective literacy director in 
place, targeting trainings for team leaders, monitoring 
and coaching on a regular and ongoing basis, and 
focusing on strengthening the independent reading 
component of the balanced literacy lessons.12 By the end 
of the second year of balanced literacy implementation, 
88 percent of the observed groups had achieved 
at least a moderate level of quality in their literacy 
programming. 
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the children enrolled in the cORaL programs  
had high levels of participation and a strong  
sense of engagement. 

Children attended CORAL an average of 110.3 days 
over the 2005–2006 school year (an overall average 
attendance rate of 73 percent of the days the program 
was open), or an average of 3.0 days per week. Overall, 
69.3 percent attended more than 75 days during 
the year. These attendance rates appear particularly 
strong when compared to other studies of after-school 
programs. A first-year evaluation of the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers, for example, found 
that children attended an average of 58.3 days over the 
year, and only 16.9 percent attended more than 75 days 
of programming.13 A review of 73 after-school programs 
found 11 programs with youth attendance ranging 
from 15 percent to 26 percent, and an additional three 
programs with attendance ranging between 26 and 
50 percent.14 The remaining programs did not have 
attendance data available.

Beyond rates of attendance, other findings suggest 
that the children were highly engaged in CORAL. 
Positive adult-youth relationships and a strong sense 
of belonging to CORAL appear to be the strengths of 
the program. Almost all children (97 percent) reported 
that there was at least one adult at CORAL who 
supported them and to whom they could talk, and 73 
percent indicated that there were two or more such 
adults. More than 85 percent of children agreed that 
staff in literacy activities paid attention to and cared 
about them. More generally, CORAL seemed to be 
a safe space for children, where they felt comfortable 
and cared for. About 90 percent of children agreed 
that they felt safe at CORAL. Almost three-quarters of 
the children (71 percent) agreed that they felt that they 
belonged at CORAL. 

cORaL demonstrated that after-school programs can 
provide dynamic and fun programming that blends 
academics and enrichment activities in a way that is 
beneficial to children and meets the needs of other 
constituents, including parents and schools. 

CORAL was designed to meet multiple needs: to help 
boost the academic achievement of children who were 
struggling in their efforts to learn to read and to provide 
them with enriching experiences that they might 
otherwise not have access to; the program was also 
designed to let the children have fun.

Overwhelmingly, parents indicated that they enrolled 
their children in CORAL to help them do better in 
school. According to reports from parents, the program 
was meeting that goal. Over 90 percent of parents  
(98 percent of those with children still enrolled and 
91 percent of those with children no longer attending) 
indicated that CORAL helped their child do better  
in school. 

Schools, under pressure to increase the academic 
standing of their students, were interested in after-school 
literacy programming, but enrichment activities were 
also of particular importance to them because many of 
the schools lacked time during the school day or money 
in their budgets for activities such as art, music or 
dance. CORAL provided an array of literacy support, 
homework help, enrichment and physical education 
activities to meet these interests and needs. 

Children responded positively to the CORAL 
programming, with almost three-quarters reporting 
they liked literacy activities, and close to 90 percent 
reporting they liked the enrichment and physical 
activities. Interviews with CORAL staff revealed 
the importance they placed on making literacy 
programming fun for children. They did so by finding 
and reading books the children were interested in, 
having engaging conversations about the books, and 
drawing connections between the stories read and the 
children’s lives. 
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costs for providing cORaL’s combined academic  
and enrichment program (just under an estimated 
$20 per day for each child in attendance) were 
similar to costs of other after-school programming. 

Results from a survey of staff in four of the CORAL 
cities15 about costs associated with running the CORAL 
program suggest an average per diem per child cost of 
slightly under $20. This figure takes into account site-
level costs along with the administrative and oversight 
costs incurred by the cities’ lead agencies. It also takes 
into account city-level (and, to a lesser extent, the site-
level) costs directly related to providing high-quality 
literacy programming — including the expenses 
associated with hiring a literacy director, training team 
leaders, monitoring quality of instruction, and obtaining 
an adequate number of books for independent reading. 

The costs of CORAL are in keeping with costs 
associated with several other large-scale after-school 
programs; however, they are greater than the cost 
assumed by public funding, for example 21st Century 
funding (which provides approximately $1,000 per 
child per year, or $7 or $8 per day) or the California 
Proposition 49 funding, which has recently become 
available and offers $7.50 per day plus a required  
$2.50 match from individual programs.16 

Beyond these site- and city-level costs, The James 
Irvine Foundation provided additional funding at the 
statewide level (for the CORAL initiative as a whole) 
that helped lay the groundwork for implementation 
of a high-quality program in each city. A significant 
portion of the additional funding was used to develop 
a computerized management information system to 
enable the CORAL programs to track enrollment (e.g., 
demographic data), participation trends and outcomes 
data — information that was critical for the programs 
to be able to identify whom they were serving, whether 
they were reaching goals for attendance, and the degree 
to which they were achieving other program goals. 
Developing this system in conjunction with city-level 
staff and training staff to use the system initially cost 
between $20,000 and $25,000 per city. Initiative-level 
funding also included approximately $140,000 for 
technical assistance expenses during each of the first 

two years of implementing the literacy component, and 
$60,000 each year of the evaluation for researchers’ 
time in conducting observations of the literacy lessons 
on a regular basis and providing feedback to the sites.

implications for programs, Research and policy
The results of the CORAL evaluation have important 
implications for the after-school field, including 
practitioners, researchers, and policymakers interested 
in the potential of after-school time to provide children 
with enriching experiences and academic support. 
Several key lessons emerge:

When considering cORaL’s success in promoting 
gains in literacy, it is important to keep in mind that 
these results are likely the product of a “mixed” 
program that combined quality literacy instruction 
with enrichment activities and homework help. 

While a comprehensive assessment of the quality of 
the non-literacy programming and its link to children’s 
outcomes was beyond the scope of this report, 
key stakeholders — including participating youth, 
their parents and school staff — viewed CORAL’s 
enrichment programming as an important factor in 
engaging children in the program. And, children’s 
engagement in CORAL was related to positive changes 
in their attitudes toward reading as well as their 
attitudes and behaviors in school. 

At the same time, enrichment programming, while 
clearly a critical element of CORAL, did not receive 
the same level of attention or funding in each city 
during the time frame of this evaluation. While some 
cities continued to use outside community-based 
organizations to plan and lead activities, others had 
their team leaders provide enrichment programming. 
In either circumstance, non-literacy programming did 
not receive the same type of monitoring and support as 
literacy programming, and its quality is less certain. 

As a result, the CORAL directors acknowledged 
that they need to turn their attention to enrichment 
activities. Presumably, the same strategies that 
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promoted higher-quality literacy programming 
(including training, monitoring and coaching) can  
be applied to enrichment programming as well.

Thus, other program sites interested in adopting the 
CORAL approach are advised to take similar care to 
ensure that the literacy programming is embedded  
in a broader context of enrichment programming. 

 
increasing the quality of a targeted literacy 
component is clearly possible, but it requires focused 
effort. program staff’s access to crucial data on 
program quality and practices and the ways in which 
they were able to use that information for program 
improvement were critical components of  
their success. 

The increase in quality achieved by the CORAL cities 
between Year One and Year Two was crucial to the 
reading gains achieved by participating youth. Getting 
to this level of quality, and doing it so quickly, was 
a process driven by data. Program administrators 
had access to data from observations and Year One 
evaluation findings that revealed a correlation between 
quality and outcomes, providing them with crucial 
direction for program improvement and the evidence 
necessary to convince key stakeholders (including 
parents and school administrators) of the importance  
of these changes. 
 
By the second year of evaluation, all the cities had 
invested in factors that the first-year evaluation findings 
suggested led to better quality. Perhaps most crucially, 
the evaluation spotlighted the importance of the role 
played by the literacy director in providing initial and 
ongoing training to site staff on successful literacy 
strategies, in regular monitoring of on-the-ground 
programming, and in coaching to help support the 
team leaders and site coordinators. City directors used 
this information to more clearly define and strengthen 
the literacy director’s role, to develop improved and 
targeted training, and to implement consistent program 
monitoring followed up with feedback and coaching. 
The evaluation also highlighted the importance of the 
independent reading time and of having a large enough 

volume and variety of books for children to read. As 
a result, CORAL cities invested in more books for the 
children. In addition, CORAL city directors built on 
this strategy of using data to help identify strengths and 
weaknesses of program implementation. By the second 
year of evaluation, program staff began to make the 
transition to generating their own observation data so 
they could continue to identify and address gaps in the 
consistency and quality of the literacy activities. All of 
these efforts were resource intensive both in terms of 
dollars and staff time. However, they all led to stronger 
programming during the second year of implementation 
of literacy activities. 

the fact that english learners achieved academic 
gains in equal measure to other children in the 
program deserves particular attention. in the  
current environment of scarce resources for 
academic support, and the evolving demographic 
profile of the children in this country, these results 
take on added significance.
 
Since they started further behind in their English 
literacy skills, it is particularly noteworthy that English 
learners gained just as much as English-proficient 
youth through their participation in the CORAL 
program. Other after-school programs may want to 
consider ways to increase English learner access to their 
programs, if they are not already encouraging these 
children to participate.

In considering this, however, it is important to note 
that the findings from this study do not support the 
idea that the CORAL approach be directed exclusively 
at English learners. The CORAL classes comprised 
children with a mix of language backgrounds and 
achievement levels. While outside the scope of this 
study, it is likely that participants in the CORAL 
program may have benefited from experiencing 
programming with other children of diverse abilities 
and characteristics. It may, then, also be important 
to avoid using the CORAL approach as an overly 
targeted intervention, and instead consider its utility  
as an approach that benefits a wide variety of children.
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the accumulation of results from this evaluation is 
promising but not conclusive. Future experimental 
design studies of programs that focus on this 
population of children, reach a moderate to high 
level of quality in implementing this type of literacy 
programming, and garner similarly high rates of 
participation and engagement would constitute an 
important addition to the body of knowledge on 
after-school program effectiveness.

The findings from this study suggest that quality and 
engagement are important for promoting positive 
outcomes across all subgroups of children. Higher-
quality programming was consistently related to better 
reading performance outcomes, and children’s sense of 
belonging was related to positive change on 10 of the 
13 outcomes measured regarding their attitudes toward 
reading and attitudes toward, and behaviors in, school.

Because the study does not have a comparison group, it 
is possible that motivational factors related to children’s 
involvement in or sense of belonging to CORAL may 
be linked to the positive gains documented. Despite 
the lack of a comparison group, however, the findings 
point to important associations worth exploring in more 
depth via future research.

conclusion
The CORAL initiative’s transition to a balanced literacy 
approach emerged amid a larger transition in the after-
school field, in which practitioners and policymakers 
are reevaluating the role of the after-school hours and 
becoming more attuned to the importance of quality 
programming and engagement among participants. 
Consequently, the evaluation of CORAL provides 
important guidance not only from a programmatic 
standpoint, but also from a public policy perspective. 
An understanding of the ways in which CORAL has 
engaged children in quality programming, and the 
relationship of engagement and quality programming to 
academic outcomes, has drawn further attention to the 
potential role for after-school programs in the ongoing 
drive to improve children’s academic achievement.
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There is widespread agreement — among parents,  
policymakers, advocates and educators — that  
after-school programs can and should provide 
developmentally appropriate places for youth, offering 
safety, structure and supportive adults, and exposure  
to new and diverse experiences that create opportunities 
for healthy growth and development.1 For more than a 
decade, funding has increased for after-school programs 
that provide these types of developmentally appropriate 
supports. At the same time, there has been increased 
focus on utilizing after-school hours to improve 
children’s academic achievement, prompting important 
questions about the role — and potential — of after-
school time.2 

the growth of academics  
in after-school programs 
In the 1990s, many proponents of after-school programs 
began to advocate for expanding their goals to include 
at least some focus on reducing the achievement 
gap between students of different racial, ethnic and 
economic backgrounds.3 Public and private funders 
increasingly expected programs to have academic 
outcomes.4 One example was the privately funded 
Extended-Service Schools initiative, which, beginning 
in 1997, supported the creation of 60 after-school 
programs across the country; each was intended to 
include academic development among its goals.5 The 
most prominent example of this shift toward academics, 
however, has been the federally funded 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC) program. 
Launched in 1998, it offered more than 1,600 grants 
that provided an array of out-of-school-time services to 
children across the country.6 When the No Child Left 
Behind Act reauthorized 21st CCLC in 2002, it placed 
new emphasis on programs’ inclusion of academic 
enrichment activities intended to help students meet 
state and local achievement standards.7 

The 21st CCLC spurred several efforts to build 
sustainable after-school structures, including statewide 
efforts in California, Connecticut, Georgia, Illinois, 
North Carolina, Pennsylvania and Tennessee.8 Efforts 
in California, in particular, are being watched with great 
interest by funders, practitioners and policymakers 
across the country. In 2002, more than 55 percent 
of California voters approved Proposition 49, which 

increased funding for the After School Education and 
Safety Program from $121 million per year to $550 
million. The program was to be implemented at an 
unspecified future date when the state budget allowed. 
In the 2006–2007 school year, the funds became 
available, and the California Department of Education 
began to disburse them. To receive the funds under 
Prop 49, programs must provide tutoring and/or 
homework assistance, as well as additional services that 
reinforce and complement local schools’ curricula. The 
California Department of Education recertifies after-
school programs every three years based on academic 
performance, attendance outcomes and positive 
behavioral changes.9 

Literacy in after-school programs
In the last decade, one particular academic area — 
literacy — has taken on a greater urgency for  
after-school programs, in large part because of national 
attention to the goal of having all children reading 
at grade level by third grade. Recent results of the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, also 
known as the “Nation’s Report Card,”10 suggest that, in 
spite of the No Child Left Behind mandate that schools 
show yearly improvement on the test scores of youth 
in all categories, minority children continue to fare far 
worse on reading and math proficiency. 

Despite schools’ efforts to improve the literacy levels 
of all students, a significant number of children in low-
income, poor-performing schools are far behind in 
reading. Many schools face the additional challenges 
of developing language skills and academic proficiency 
among children of non-English speaking families. Amid 
debate about the best way to help English learners in 
school, research indicates that they can take three to 
five years to develop oral language proficiency and 
four to seven years to develop the academic English 
proficiency apparently needed for scoring well on 
standardized tests.11 In states such as California, where 
more than 25 percent of public school students are 
English learners and more than 40 percent of all public 
school students speak a language other than English in 
their homes, there is acute interest in how after-school 
programs might work with and improve literacy skills 
for children of all language backgrounds.12 
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measuring academic Outcomes
After-school programs with goals of academic 
improvement for participants burgeoned in the 1990s. 
But by early 2000, findings from studies of several 
of the largest after-school efforts revealed that the 
academic component was frequently of poor quality or 
limited to homework help, and the programs were not 
leading to positive academic outcomes for participants.13 

In response to these evaluations, a number of after-
school programs began to introduce more specific, 
targeted academic curricula into their larger array of 
activities.14 A recent meta-analysis of the evaluations 
of 73 after-school programs designed to promote 
personal and social skills and academic gains found 
that programs featuring a “SAFE” (sequenced, active, 
focused and explicit) approach were most likely to 
achieve their outcomes of interest, including increased 
test scores and grades.15 Along similar lines, evaluations 
of the LA’s BEST and TASC after-school programs 
suggest that having a structured academic curriculum 
as part of a range of program offerings is related to 
positive achievement outcomes for participants.16 

Public/Private Ventures’ evaluation of Communities 
Organizing Resources to Advance Learning (CORAL) 
— an after-school program aimed at improving 
children’s academic achievement — was designed in 
late 2003, just as the results of these other studies were 
emerging and leading to renewed interest in after-school 
programs. In particular, the studies were prompting 
interest in the quality of implementation of academic 
programming and its relationship to positive outcomes 
for children. In this context, CORAL’s evaluation 
offered a timely opportunity to explore the effectiveness 
of an after-school program that took a targeted 
approach to delivering quality literacy programming 
within a broader array of enrichment activities.

Researchers interested in after-school programs 
have also begun to investigate in depth the concept 
of engagement, along with an exploration of the 
importance of attendance, drawing on previous findings 
that suggest children’s active engagement plays a critical 
role in the learning that takes place in school.17 For 
example, children’s sense of belonging to after-school 
programs (whether they feel comfortable, listened to, 

involved and successful) has been shown to be an 
important factor in whether or not they receive the full 
benefit of a program.18 To contribute to this ongoing 
investigation, the CORAL study was also designed to 
examine measures of participation and engagement and 
their relationship to outcomes. 

communities Organizing Resources  
to advance Learning
This report presents findings from data collected and 
analyzed for the evaluation of the final two years of 
CORAL (during the academic years 2004–05 and 
2005–06) and addresses key questions of concern for 
multiple constituents interested in the potential of after-
school programs to promote academic benefits for 
participants. It does so by gathering critical information 
on the quality of implementation of the literacy 
curriculum and the level of youth’s participation and 
engagement in the program, along with measures of 
children’s performance and changes in their attitudes 
and behaviors over time. The report also examines the 
investments that were made to improve quality and 
attain the intended goals of the initiative.

The James Irvine Foundation designed CORAL as  
a five-city initiative to improve the academic 
achievement of academically at-risk children in 
some of the lowest performing schools in the state. 
The Foundation provided $2 million per city for 
approximately the first three years of the initiative and 
between $1.6 and $1.2 million per city for each of the 
final three years of investment. While CORAL was 
funded primarily by the Foundation, several CORAL 
cities leveraged additional funding from other public 
and private sources. 

Each CORAL city used Irvine funding to establish 
after-school programs at multiple sites, including both 
school-based and community-based locations, which 
served primarily elementary-school-age youth. Each 
site was overseen by a coordinator who acted for the 
after-school program as a principal might during the 
school day, providing management for site staff and 
daily activities. In some cities, the lead agency directly 
administered the programming at all sites, and CORAL 
staff — the site coordinators and team leaders leading 
the activities — were employees of that lead agency. 
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In the other cities, the lead agency contracted with local 
community-based organizations to operate some or all 
of the sites. Table 1 describes CORAL’s structure in 
each city.

Originally, by design, the initiative had broad 
guidelines for program implementation; therefore, the 
approach and content of the after-school programs 
varied greatly across the state. While the sites typically 
provided youth with some mix of homework help 
and enrichment activities,19 in the early years of the 
initiative, programming ranged from primarily a 
science-based enrichment curriculum in one city, to 
mostly homework help at another, to a focus on art and 
cultural experiences at a third. Despite the variations in 
approach, however, all the CORAL leaders strove to 
create programs that followed basic parameters of good 
youth development, such as an emphasis on providing 
adult supports for the children and creating a safe 
environment where they would feel a strong sense  
of belonging. 

the shift to a Focus on Literacy
In 2003, at approximately the mid-point of the initiative, 
results from a study of CORAL’s early outcomes 
conducted by SRI International suggested that the cities 
were struggling with serious implementation issues. 
Participant numbers fell short of agreed-upon goals, 
and the cost per participant was more than double 
what was widely considered reasonable. In addition, 
the study indicated that, with a few exceptions, the 
programming — which, aside from “homework help,” 
consisted almost entirely of enrichment activities — was 
of relatively low quality.20 

In response to these concerns about quality, 
participation and cost — and to the accumulating 
external evidence that after-school programming 
focused primarily on enrichment and homework  
help does not have an impact on academic  
achievement — The James Irvine Foundation decided 
to intensify CORAL’s educational focus. Public/Private 
Ventures was asked to assist in this work and  
to evaluate its results.21 

To reduce the variability among sites and increase 
the likelihood that the initiative as a whole would 
achieve its intended goals, CORAL adopted a much 
more targeted approach: three to four days a week 
of literacy activities focused on concrete strategies for 
helping children far behind in reading skills improve. 
This would take place even as programs continued 
to offer a variety of enrichment activities to engage 
these children in the after-school hours. The specific 
approach was “balanced literacy,” a combination of 
phonics instruction (focusing on the sounds and spelling 
of words) and whole language instruction (focusing on 
the meaning and messages of written words through 
exposure to literature). During their literacy activities, 
the children would listen to books being read aloud, 
discuss the books and the vocabulary in books, and 
practice phonetics, word attack skills and writing. 
Independently, they would read books of their choice  
at a level consistent with their skills and comprehension. 
With its sequenced literacy activities, active child 
involvement, focus on fostering a love of books, and 
explicit objectives and strategies for increasing literacy 
skills, this approach met the after-school program 
quality standard that the recent meta-analysis22 
determined to be strongly associated with positive 
personal, social and academic outcomes for children.

In Fall 2004, all CORAL programs began integrating 
60 to 90 minutes of a structured literacy curriculum 
three to four afternoons per week into their larger after-
school activities. Literacy comprised approximately 
three to six hours of about 15 hours of after-school 
programming per week (or about 30 to 50 percent of 
the time). Importantly, the CORAL programs strove  
to implement the literacy component within the context 
of a youth development philosophy. 

For example, to help the children stay interested and 
engaged, CORAL used a mixed academic/enrichment 
program model that included enrichment activities, 
physical activities, homework help and snack. And to 
help them develop relationships with staff, children 
were organized into groups, with each group having a 
team leader who stayed with the children through all 
activities and got to know them personally. 
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A large-scale effort, the CORAL initiative operated 
programs in 33 sites across the five cities and served 
almost 5,000 children during the 2005–2006 school 
year. Thirty sites were school-based; three (all in one 
city) were community-based. 

the evaluation
Public/Private Ventures’ evaluation of CORAL, 
which began in Fall 2004, was designed to serve three 
interrelated purposes: document the overall degree  
to which CORAL succeeded in achieving its key  
goals, provide CORAL leaders with timely feedback 
that would contribute to program improvement,  
and address questions of interest to the broader  
after-school field. 

The over arching question guiding the research was: 
Does CORAL help improve the academic achievement 
of children in low-performing schools? To address that 
question and meet the other goals of the evaluation, the 
study questions were: 
•	 Do	CORAL	sites	serve	children	who	are	at	risk	 

of academic failure? Does CORAL meet the needs 
of its constituents, including parents, schools  
and children?

•	 Do	CORAL	sites	provide	their	participants	with	 
a resource-rich after-school environment, including 
appropriate staffing, a breadth of activities, high-
quality literacy programming, and a fun and 
supportive atmosphere? 

•	 Are	CORAL	children	actively	involved?	Do	they	
participate with sufficient duration and intensity for 
the program to have an effect on their lives?  
Do they feel a sense of belonging to the program? 
Do they establish supportive relationships with 
adult staff? Do they like the activities? Why do they 
stop participating?

•	 Do	CORAL	participants	show	improvement	in	
reading achievement and attitudes toward reading? 
Do they show improvement in behaviors and 
attitudes toward school?

•	 How	much	does	it	cost	to	run	CORAL	and	how	 
is the investment of resources related to quality?

LOng Beach

Large nonprofit  
organization

Lead agency  
directly oversees  
programming at  

all sites

October 2001

4 

Elementary: 4 

Schools: 4

pasadena

Large nonprofit  
organization

Lead agency  
contracts with local 
community-based 
organizations to  
operate all sites

January 2001

4

Elementary: 4
(one site was open to 

youth of all ages)

Schools: 1
Community-based 
organizations: 3

sacRamentO

A collaboration 
between two nonprofit 

organizations, each 
with a history of  

working in different 
parts of the city

Lead agencies directly 
oversee some sites; 
contract with local 
community-based 
organizations to  

operate other sites

January 2003

6

Elementary: 6

Schools: 6

san JOse

Large nonprofit  
organization

Lead agency directly 
oversees programming 

at all sites

February 2003

8

Elementary: 6
Middle school: 1

K–8: 1

Schools: 8

FResnO

An independent 
501(c)3 formed  
to run CORAL

Lead agency  
directly oversees  
programming at  

all sites

October 2002

11

Elementary: 9
Middle school: 2

Schools: 11

cORaL  
lead agency

program  
administration,  
2005–2006

start of cORaL  
programming

total number of sites, 
2005–2006

grade levels,  
2005–2006

site location,  
2005–2006

table 1. the cORaL cities
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evaluation methodology
The findings presented in this report are based on  
21 months of data collection, from October 2004 
to June 2006, using a variety of qualitative and 
quantitative research techniques (see Appendix A  
for more details on methodology and data collection). 

To assess implementation of the balanced literacy 
program and understand the structure of CORAL 
programming, P/PV researchers conducted extensive 
interviews with key informants (approximately 25 
CORAL staff, collaborating partners and school staff 
per city), focus groups with parents, and surveys of 
CORAL site and lead organization staff.

To understand the population of youth served, their 
participation and outcomes, P/PV researchers gathered 
school records information (on standardized test scores, 
English learner status and demographics) and analyzed 
data from each CORAL program’s management 
information system (MIS), which tracked daily 
participation in various types of programming at the 
after-school sites.

The study also sought to address important questions 
about the quality of literacy activities in the after-school 
programs and how quality related to outcomes.  
In order to address these questions, the evaluation 
focused on a subset of four to five sites in each city and 
a sample of children in the third and fourth grades in 
Fall 2004 at each of those sites (who were then followed 
into the fourth and fifth grades in the second year of 
the study). For these intensive research sites and grade 
levels, P/PV conducted extensive observations of on-
the-ground programming. Children completed surveys 
and individualized reading assessments at more than 
one point in time, allowing researchers to assess change. 

In Spring 2006, the children’s parents were also 
surveyed to learn more about the demographics of the 
children, the reasons parents enrolled their children and 
the perceived benefits of CORAL.

The most in-depth investigation of CORAL focused  
on third- to fifth-grade children for several reasons. 
First, there is a national call for all children to  
be reading at grade level by third grade23 — while,  
at the same time, studies have documented that, 
regardless of initial reading skills, low-income  
children tend to fall steadily more behind in reading 
between first and fourth grades.24 Second, because  
these grade levels represent a time of cognitive change 
among children — when they begin to compare 
themselves to others and better understand the 
differences between what they want to do well and 
what they are doing well — continued poor reading 
achievement can begin to deflate their self-confidence 
and their willingness to continue to try hard to learn  
in this and other subject areas. Third, the transition 
from third to fourth grade also represents a period  
of fundamental change in classroom practice  
around reading. Teachers are no longer spending as 
much time on the techniques of learning to read, but 
they are expecting children to use their reading skills  
to explore and understand diverse texts, including  
both literature and texts in other subject areas.25

For children behind or even tenuously at grade level at 
this point, getting up to speed or keeping up with grade-
level reading when this type of instruction is not offered 
as part of the regular curriculum becomes challenging. 
Programs such as CORAL may be particularly valuable 
in providing the extra support these children need. The 
challenges are potentially exacerbated in California, 
where class sizes increase from the mandated maximum 
of 20 for kindergarten to third-grade classes to, 
typically, more than 30, once children reach the upper 
grades. Finally, an examination of enrollment records 
prior to the launch of the initiative indicated that a large 
proportion of the children served by CORAL were in 
third to fifth grade.

The study did not gather data on comparison 
children. However, at the final data collection point, 
in Spring 2006, researchers administered surveys and 
reading assessments to the sample of children from 
the intensive research sites, as well as surveys to their 
parents, whether or not the children had continued 
to participate in CORAL. School records were also 
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gathered, regardless of participation status in Spring 
2006. Thus, the analyses include participants exposed 
to the program for different lengths of time. P/PV used 
this approach to understand which children stopped 
participating in CORAL and why, and to explore  
the relationship of various levels of participation  
and engagement to outcomes. 

structure of the Report 
This final report draws from two years of 
implementation and outcomes data to build on and 
expand beyond the findings of P/PV’s interim report, 
Launching Literacy in After-School Programs: Early 
Lessons from the CORAL Initiative.26 The following 
two chapters of this report provide background: 
Chapter 2 describes the population that is targeted 
and served by CORAL and discusses the needs and 
expectations of the programs’ multiple constituents: 
schools, parents and the children themselves. Chapter 3 
describes the CORAL programming and environment 
developed to address those needs. Chapters 4 to 6 
focus on outcomes. Chapter 4 examines the literacy 
programming, describing the extent to which the 
CORAL leaders increased their ability to provide 
quality balanced literacy lessons on a consistent 
basis in the second year — as well as the steps they 
took to achieve quality and consistency. Chapter 
5 then addresses questions related to the children’s 
participation and engagement in CORAL, including  
the intensity, duration and breadth of their 
participation; their sense of belonging; and their 
reasons for leaving the program. Chapter 6 assembles 
findings about quality, participation and engagement 
and examines how those factors worked together to 
explain how children benefited from CORAL. Chapter 
7 describes the cost to run CORAL, serve participating 
children and provide quality literacy programming. 
A final chapter highlights the key findings and briefly 
discusses their implications for policymakers and 
practitioners. 
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The children who attended CORAL lived in 
neighborhoods with high levels of poverty and very  
low-performing schools — the communities targeted 
by the initiative since its inception. In developing the 
after-school programs, CORAL planners focused on 
the needs of these children while also addressing the 
interests of two other key constituents: the children’s 
parents and the principals and staff at the schools where 
CORAL sites were located. 

To provide background for understanding the CORAL 
programming, this chapter addresses two key questions:
•		 What	are	the	characteristics	of	the	children	who	

enrolled in CORAL?
•		 What	did	the	children’s	parents	and	schools	hope	 

the after-school program would accomplish? 

With this information as background, Chapter 3 then 
describes the approach CORAL developed to meet 
these constituents’ needs and expectations.
 

the cORaL children 
The demographic profiles of the CORAL children 
reflect the challenges of the schools they attended 
and the neighborhoods in which they lived. Table 2 
illustrates characteristics of the children enrolled in the 
program over the 2004–05 school year — the first year 
of the P/PV evaluation and the period during which 
literacy instruction was being integrated into the after-
school day. Total CORAL enrollment statewide was 
5,321, ranging from 585 to 2,081 in each of five cities. 
Most youth served were elementary-school aged, and 
they came from varied backgrounds and cultures. The 
highest percentage were Latino/a (about 68 percent), 
followed by African American and Asian American 
youth. Over half (53 percent) of CORAL children were 
designated English learners, and 89 percent, overall, 
were recipients of free or reduced-price lunch.

Table 2 also displays the proportion of CORAL youth 
who scored at each of five levels on the CST-ELA. 
Reflecting the struggles with reading characteristic 
of students in those schools and school districts, 
the students’ scores from Spring 2004 (prior to the 
implementation of literacy in the CORAL program) 
indicate that a significant percentage were far behind 

where they should have been. Fifty percent of the 
children were below or far below basic proficiency 
in reading — the two lowest categories on the test’s 
scale — while only a small portion (16 percent) met or 
exceeded the grade-level proficiency standards.

Beyond these data on the characteristics of all children 
enrolled in CORAL, researchers gathered more in-
depth information — based on teacher ratings,29 reading 
assessments and surveys of the children and their 
parents — for a sample of CORAL children who were 
third and fourth graders in Fall 2004. 

Table 3 displays reading-level profiles for these 
children, who were administered individualized reading 
assessments to track one measure of reading gains for 
the evaluation. The results indicate that more than 
two-thirds were not reading at grade level in Fall 2004 
(approximately 70 percent scored below grade level, 
with 50 percent reading two or more grade levels below 
where they should have been). While this is a sample of 
the CORAL participants, it reflects the larger CORAL 
population served by the initiative: Half of the children 
in the sample were designated English learners, and 
one-fifth of the sample scored proficient or better on the 
CST-ELA.

Although the children in this sample were far behind 
where they should have been in reading, their attitudes 
and behaviors in the classroom were, on average, 
positive. Teachers’ assessments of these same CORAL 
youth indicate that, in the classroom, the children were 
not overly aggressive (94 percent were rated as never 
or rarely being so); they tended to engage in positive 
social relationships (41 percent sometimes/often and 
58 percent very often/almost always); and they also 
tended to concentrate on their school work (47 percent 
sometimes/often and 43 percent very often/ 
almost always). 

In addition, on a survey administered when the study 
began in Fall 2004, these children reported that they 
have positive adults in their lives who care about them 
and are available to them for support (98 percent) and 
that they like school (90 percent). On a scale of one 
to five, they tended to report that they enjoy reading 
(a mean of 4.4 on a scale of 1 to 5). At the same time, 
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*Totals do not equal 100 percent because of rounding.

table 2. profiles of cORaL Youth27

tOtaL

5,321

  140

51%

49%

    6%*

30%

33%

24%

  8%

14%

  3%

68%

10%

  1%

  4%

53%

89%

  21%*

29%

35%

13%

  3%

total number  
of enrolled youth

average number  
of youth per site

gender

Girls

Boys

age groups

Younger than 6

6–7

8–9

10–11

12 or older

Race/ethnicity28

African American

Caucasian

Latino/a

Asian

Other

Multiracial

designated as  
english Learners

Receive free or  
reduced-price lunch

cst-eLa scores

Far below basic

Below basic

Basic

Proficient

Advanced

sacRamentO

729

104

49%

51%

    4%*

28%

34%

32%

  3%

32%

  9%

39%

11%

  3%

  6%

39%

89%

15%

26%

40%

17%

  2%

san JOse

996

124

  52%*

49%

    5%*

24%

33%

28%

  9%

    4%*

  3%

70%

18%

  2%
 

  4%

68%

75%

   18%*

23%

43%

14%

  3%

LOng Beach

 930

 186

 51%

 49%

 9%*

 37%

 39%

 16%

 0%

 13%

 3%

 76%

 3%

 1%

 4%

 59%

 84%

 12%

 23%

 41%

 17%

 7%

FResnO

 2,081

 173

 50%

 50%

 3%*

 31%

 30%

 24%

 11%

  13%

 2%

 71%

 11%

 1%

 2%

 57%

 97%

 30%

 34%

 28%

 7%

 1%

pasadena

585

 98

53%

47%

13%

27%

34%

16%

10%

20%

  3%

70%

  1%

  1%

  5%

38%

87%

12%

27%

38%

17%

  6%
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table 3. Reading achievement profiles of the third- and Fourth-grade sample

 tOtaL nUmBeR OF YOUth assessed

Youth reading at or above grade level

Youth reading below grade level

Youth reading one grade below level

Youth reading two or more grades below level

 520

  30%

  70%

  20%

  50%

however, they were less comfortable with their ability 
to do well in reading: The average for reading efficacy 
was 3.7 on a scale of 1 to 5. These children were just 
reaching an age where they were beginning to compare 
themselves to others, make “realistic” self-judgments 
about their ability, and link interest and liking to things 
that they are good at, making them prime candidates 
for an after-school program geared toward building 
literacy interest and skills — before efficacy and liking 
drop too far.

What the stakeholders Wanted  
cORaL to accomplish 
The parents of youth who attended CORAL were 
concerned about their children’s academic struggles. In 
fact, most parents signed their children up for CORAL 
because they saw it as an opportunity for them to do 
better in school and get help with their homework. 
Approximately half of the parents also said they looked 
to CORAL to help improve their children’s English 
language skills and to help expose their children to 
books (see Table 4).

In many cases, these parents felt that, on their own, 
they were not able to provide the kind of help their 
children needed to succeed academically. A majority 
of the parents had very limited formal schooling. As 
Table 5 indicates, more than half (55 percent) had less 
than a high school education, and more than a third 
(37 percent) had never attended high school. For a 
little more than two-thirds of the sample, the primary 
language spoken at home was a language other  
than English.

The fact that the potential academic benefits of 
CORAL were so important to parents is consistent 
with other findings that parents who belong to racial 
and ethnic minority groups — and to a slightly lesser 
extent, low-income parents — are most interested in 
out-of-school-time programs that have at least some 
focus on homework help and academics.30 At the same 
time, however, more than half (52 percent) of the 
CORAL parents also enrolled their children because 
of the opportunities for them to engage in activities 
that included art, music and recreation — in other 
words, they were interested in a variety of enrichment 
opportunities rather than a strictly academic program. 

Like the parents, school principals and staff looked to 
CORAL to help children who needed to improve their 
academic performance. Even without targeting specific 
groups of students within these schools, the programs 
would have been likely to reach those children. 
However, from the beginning of the initiative, CORAL 
staff in all of the cities worked closely with school 
guidance counselors, teachers and principals to identify 
students who could most benefit from the program, 
including children who were struggling academically or 
socially, or who were English learners. With the new 
focus on literacy in 2004, two of the CORAL cities 
began to work with the schools to intentionally target 
children who were far behind in reading based on their 
standardized test scores. While the other three cities did 
not specifically target children who were below grade 
level in reading, they nevertheless served these children 
because of the overall low performance of students in 
the schools.
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table 5. education and Language Backgrounds of cORaL parents

number of parent  
surveys completed

highest grade completed by  
mother/female guardian

Less than some high school

Some high school

High school graduate

One to 4 years of college

More than 4 years of college

primary language  
spoken in the home

English

Spanish

Other

The information is drawn from the Spring 2006 survey of parents.  
*Totals do not equal 100 percent because of rounding.

FResnO

98

46%

21%

16%

15%

  2%

21%

68%

11%

LOng Beach

121

  42%*

18%

19%

19%

 3%

33%

63%

 4%

san JOse

96

25%

23%

20%

30%

  2%

   31%*

53%

17%

sacRamentO

138

34%

14%

23%

28%

  1%

43%

37%

20%

tOtaL

501

37%

18%

20%

23%

  2%

33%

55%

12%

pasadena

48

37%

17%

20%

22%

  4%

31%

69%

  0%

table 4. Why parents enrolled their children in cORaL

Totals add up to more than 100 percent because respondents could mark all that apply. Results are based on a Spring 2006 survey of parents of children 
in the intensive study cohort: N=501.

ReasOn

To help child do better in school

So that child could get help with homework

To improve child’s English language skills

To expose child to art, music and recreation

To expose child to books

To help child get along better with other children

nUmBeR

353

335

260

258

246

238

peRcent

71%

67%

52%

52%

49%

48%

For schools, the growing need for after-school 
programming that can contribute to academic benefits 
is due, at least in part, to pressures emanating from 
local school districts and state and federal education 
agencies to have all students meet required performance 
standards. Schools’ intense focus on achieving 
measurable academic gains, coupled with cutbacks in 
their budgets, has afforded little or no opportunity or 
funding for children to participate in sports, art, music 
or other “fun” and enriching experiences during in-
school time. Thus, like many of the parents, principals 
and teachers also wanted CORAL to provide the 
recreational and creative experiences that have been 
evaporating from the school day. 

As one principal explained, activities that reinforced 
literacy learning were important, but so was 
“enrichment… like computers, music, art and science… 
Fine arts has really gone by the wayside in the 
everyday life of a child.”

CORAL was designed to meet these multiple needs: to 
help boost the academic achievement of children who 
were struggling to learn to read, to provide them with 
enriching experiences that they might not otherwise 
have access to, and to let them have fun. The next 
chapter describes the CORAL program and what the 
children experienced during a typical day.
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Beginning in the 2004–2005 school year, the CORAL 
schedules consisted primarily of literacy instruction 
and diverse enrichment activities, along with shorter 
periods of time spent on homework help, snack and 
recess. The programs took place for about three hours 
per day. In one city, the programs were open four days 
a week, while in the four other cities, the programs 
were open five days a week. These were not drop-in 
programs — children were expected to attend every 
day the CORAL programs were open. 

This chapter describes the activities the children took 
part in when they attended CORAL, and the strategies 
the programs used to support and engage participating 
youth. The chapter begins with a description of the 
CORAL team leaders, the staff who worked most 
closely with the children and were central to their 
experiences.  
It then addresses the following questions:
•	 What	combination	of	activities	was	included	 

in the CORAL programming?
•	 What	approaches	did	the	sites	use	to	establish	 

a fun, supportive environment for the children 
 during the CORAL afternoon as a whole 

and, particularly, during the balanced literacy 
programming?

The chapter also describes specific site efforts to support 
and engage the large number of English learners 
who participated in CORAL.
 

the team Leaders
The children who attended each CORAL site were 
divided into groups based on grade level. Each group 
had between 12 and 20 children who moved together 
from one activity to another throughout the after-school 
time. Each group was led by a staff member, called 
a team leader, who typically remained with the same 
group for the entire program year. 

The team leaders in the CORAL initiative were young 
and ethnically diverse, and they frequently shared 
a common background, experiences and language 
with the CORAL children. More than three quarters 
(82 percent) of the team leaders were 25 years old or 
younger (see Table 6). Most (84 percent) reported 

prior experience working with children, but fewer 
than half (43 percent) had previously provided literacy 
instruction. Many were college students. For example, 
of the 67 team leaders observed by researchers in 
2005–2006, just under half had completed some college 
courses but did not have a degree. An additional 3 
percent had earned a bachelor’s degree or higher; 
26 percent had earned an associate’s degree; and 21 
percent had completed high school but had not taken 
any college courses.

The team leaders’ diverse ethnic backgrounds reflected 
the diversity of the children, with the largest proportion 
of team leaders (53 percent) identifying themselves 
as Latino, similar to the proportion (68 percent) of 
children in CORAL. Moreover, to support children’s 
learning, more than two-thirds of the team leaders 
reported that they used a language other than English 
sometimes (49 percent) or always (19 percent) when 
they were with the CORAL children. 

Team leaders had multiple responsibilities that directly 
affected the children’s experiences during the CORAL 
day. They planned and led literacy and enrichment 
activities, provided homework help and oversaw snack 
time, staying with their designated groups of children 
all afternoon as they moved from activity to activity. 
Beyond these responsibilities, team leaders played the 
central role in creating a fun, supportive and engaging 
environment for the children.

providing a combination of activities
While CORAL was implemented in each city with 
slightly different activities and schedules, literacy 
and enrichment were fundamental at all the sites. 
CORAL children participated in structured literacy 
activities offered for three to six hours spread across 
three or four days each week. Cultural and academic 
enrichment activities — such as art, science, dance and 
cooking — generally lasted between 60 and 90 minutes 
and took place two to five days a week. Sites also 
offered physical education activities, occasional field 
trips and homework help that varied in duration from 
as little as five minutes a day in a few sites to up to an 
hour a day.
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table 6. demographics of cORaL team Leaders

These data are drawn from a Spring 2005 survey of staff. Results are based on responses of 179 team leaders. 
* Numbers add up to more than 100 percent because of rounding.

age

Less than 21 years

22–25 years

26–29 years

30+ years

Race/ethnicitY*

African American

Asian

Caucasian

Latino/a

Other

  

44%

38%

  9%

  9%

15%

17%

  6%

53%

10%

Balanced Literacy
The CORAL cities had two major goals for their 
literacy component. One was to improve participants’ 
reading levels as measured by grades and standardized 
tests. A second — and to some providers, even more 
important — goal was to help participants develop a 
love of reading. The programs, in other words, wanted 
to develop not just “good readers” but a “culture of 
readers,” where children read stories for pleasure and 
enjoyed discussing their latest books. The two goals 
are not mutually exclusive — skill development and 
enjoyment are “mutually reinforcing.” 31 However, 
for a variety of reasons, including funding cuts and 
a focus on test results, school-day literacy instruction 
often focuses on building basic reading skills, leaving 
little time for children to discuss or think deeply about 
the books they read.32 The CORAL programs hoped 
to fill this gap, while at the same time contributing to 
participants’ literacy skills and achievement. 

To advance these dual goals, the CORAL programs 
incorporated a balanced literacy model that combined 
phonics (focusing on the sounds and spelling of words) 
and whole language instruction (focusing on the 
meaning and messages of written words in the context 
of stories and other literature). The directors of all five 
cities’ CORAL programs were given the choice 

to implement one of two models (Youth Education  
for Tomorrow or Kidzlit) that provide activities and  
a structure for balanced literacy instruction.33

Although CORAL cities had the choice of two different 
models, several common elements spanned all of the 
programs. The CORAL literacy sessions were generally 
scheduled for 60 to 90 minutes,34 and within this time 
children participated in four or five distinct activities. 
The majority of lessons included, at a minimum, a read 
aloud (where staff members read books to the children, 
pausing for brief conversations about the book as they 
read) and independent reading (in which children 
individually read books at their personal reading levels 
while the instructor supervised the room and spent a 
few minutes talking separately with each child about 
what she or he was reading). Beyond these fundamental 
activities, the CORAL instructors also provided a 
mix of in-depth book discussions, writing activities 
and vocabulary exercises. Some lessons also included 
skill development activities, such as games that drilled 
children in particular skills like sentence construction. 

In many cases, particularly early in the implementation 
process, team leaders deviated from this prescribed 
model of balanced literacy. Adding literacy activities 
to their programming was a challenge for many 
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CORAL staff who, as noted above, mostly did not 
have experience with literacy instruction. As a result, 
the exact offerings and types of activities varied from 
classroom to classroom as team leaders implemented 
those components with which they were most 
comfortable. Chapter 4 describes in greater detail the 
quality of the literacy activities and the changes in 
quality over the first two years of implementation.

enrichment activities
Unlike the literacy activities, which were based on 
a similar set of strategies in all CORAL sites, the 
enrichment offerings varied widely across the cities. 
Enrichment alternated between afternoons when it 
was provided by outside specialists (and, in one city, 
part-time staff hired by CORAL specifically to teach 
enrichment activities) and afternoons when it was 
led by the team leaders. The outside providers who 
worked with CORAL generally taught in six- to eight-
week cycles, switching to a different CORAL site after 
each cycle. One enrichment provider, for example, 
taught drumming to a group of fourth-graders at one 
site at the beginning of the year and, after eight weeks, 
moved on to lead the activity at a different site within 
the city.

The outside providers who contracted with CORAL 
offered a breadth of activities, ranging from non-literacy 
academic enrichment, such as Young Engineers (hands-
on science activities), to flamenco dancing, yoga and 
lacrosse. These providers generally developed lesson 
plans before the start of their cycle, creating curricula 
that allowed children to develop particular skills over 
the course of six or eight weeks. On the days when 
team leaders led enrichment, they sometimes worked 
from a longer curriculum focused on one theme, such 
as learning about and making quilts. More often, 
however, they provided independent activities that 
differed from day to day, such as leading a basketball 
class one day and charades the next. 

Each city also offered at least some activities that 
offered the opportunity to further integrate literacy 
into the afternoon, advancing the “culture of readers” 
and building skills by including short stories, writing 
opportunities and other literacy activities in the 

enrichment offerings. One team leader, for example, 
designed an obstacle course where some of the stations 
were physical obstacles and some involved solving 
vocabulary clues.

In all of the CORAL cities, enrichment activities were 
intended to serve multiple purposes. The activities 
satisfied the desire of many parents and principals, as 
well as the children themselves, for enrichment offerings 
that could replace the activities that have increasingly 
been cut from school-day instruction. And while these 
activities gave the children an opportunity to relax and 
have fun, they also often offered the opportunity for 
general youth development, where children could learn 
new skills, practice teamwork and build their  
self-esteem.

creating a Fun and  
supportive environment  
While including academics in after-school programming 
is a relatively recent development, these programs 
have long been regarded as opportunities for children 
to try out new activities, find adult role models, 
build confidence and have fun. The CORAL staff 
attempted to maintain these general principles, even 
as the initiative moved to an emphasis on literacy 
programming, by trying to infuse each activity with 
opportunities for fun and relationship-building. This 
challenge — offering academically sound activities while 
also supporting youth development — was one that the 
staff continued to struggle with, and learn new strategies 
for, as implementation progressed. 

having Fun in Literacy and enrichment
One of the more obvious ways that the CORAL 
programs added fun to their afternoons was through 
enrichment activities, which often provided youth a 
chance to run around, get messy and be silly. Staff 
repeatedly noted a few activities as the children’s 
favorites, especially field trips to places like museums, 
aquariums and zoos. In some cases, creating fun 
activities was as simple as providing opportunities that 
children would not otherwise have. Staff reported that 
children were excited to hold drums and guitars and 
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 cORaL in action: an afternoon with Fourth-graders at a cORaL site

 Today’s CORAL activity began at 2:30 p.m., as children entered the cafeteria and picked up a snack of potato chips and 
apple juice before sitting at tables divided by grade. The fourth-graders sat together at a table in the back where their team 
leader, Tina, was already set up with her materials. For about 15 minutes, the children ate, chatted with each other, and 
showed each other books and photos, until Tina led them to their first lesson of the day, an art enrichment activity.

 This lesson was led by two artists from a local community-based organization, who taught at CORAL once a week. When 
the fourth-graders arrived, they sat outside at two long tables filled with materials, including clay, books, worksheets and 
pens. One instructor began to explain the day’s lesson about making Egyptian clay slabs with symbolic drawings. After a 
brief explanation of the history of these items and Egyptian culture, both instructors gave some hands-on instruction on 
rolling out the clay and drawing symbols. For about 30 minutes, the children shaped their clay and chose symbols that 
represented some aspect of their personality or interests. At 3:45, other children began streaming out of their lessons 
to the nearby playground for recess. Some of the fourth-graders joined them, playing on the monkey bars and bouncing 
basketballs, while others stayed at the table to keep working on their art projects. The site coordinator walked by during 
this time, and the children eagerly showed him the projects they had just finished. At 4 p.m., the site coordinator blew his 
whistle, and all of the children lined up in front of their team leader at the playground. Tina led the fourth-graders  
into a classroom for the next activity: balanced literacy. 

 In the classroom, Tina announced that the children could sit anywhere they wanted, just for the day, and the children 
scattered among the six tables in the room. Tina wrote on the board, “Title: Dare to be Scared; Author: Robert D. San 
Souci; Theme: Scary Stories.” Tina dimmed the lights, but the children begged her to turn them off completely. “I want it 
to be super scary!” shouted one child. Tina sat in the front of the room and began to read the story aloud, reading mostly 
in a calm voice but shifting to a raspy voice to emphasize the scary parts. When she finished, the children shouted, “One 
more chapter! I want to read another one!” Tina agreed to read them one more. When she was finished, a few children 
asked questions about the ending, not clear about what happened. Tina re-read the last few lines, and then one child 
jumped in to explain the ending. 

 The next exercise for the day was independent reading. Tina called the children up two tables at a time to choose books 
from bins. There were seven bins, each holding about 20 books that were labeled according to reading level. The books 
ranged from simple picture and alphabet books to large chapter books, including, for example, the Harry Potter series. 
The children read by themselves, many quietly whispering the words. Tina walked around the room as the children read, 
sometimes silently reading over their shoulders, sometimes asking a child to read aloud to her, and sometimes asking 
children to summarize what they had read. After about 20 minutes of reading, Tina ended literacy activities for the day  
at about 5:30 and led the children back to the cafeteria. 

 The children worked on their homework for the rest of the afternoon, mostly math worksheets, and frequently talked with 
each other about what the directions were and how to solve the problems. Tina sat at the head of their table, completing 
attendance records and generally supervising her group. By 5:45, most children had been picked up by their parents, 
ending CORAL for the day.

work with papier-mâché and clay at a time when many 
schools have eliminated music and art classes. And 
while literacy programming was focused on academic 
improvement, it also offered opportunities for youth to 
have fun at CORAL. In fact, for most CORAL staff, 
the children’s active participation — when they were 
eagerly raising their hands, taking part in discussions 
and excited about a topic — was the most important 
measure of a literacy activity’s success.

Staff did not always feel this way about literacy 
activities. One site coordinator described staff’s  
reaction after learning that the program needed  
to include literacy:

“We were rolling our eyes and hating it. [We thought], 
‘This isn’t the fun stuff,’ but we pumped it up and 
made it more fun. Just… embracing the reading and 
realizing this can be fun. Finally thinking it really  
can be fun.”
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Early on, it was not uncommon for staff, particularly 
those new to literacy instruction, to equate literacy 
with their own memories of taking reading classes 
and language arts in elementary school. Some staff 
maintained these attitudes, leading to routine delivery 
of the literacy strategies and only adding fun elements 
during other parts of the CORAL afternoon. For the 
most part, however, staff came to think of literacy 
learning as something that could actively involve and 
interest children, and they developed specific strategies 
for creating fun within literacy activities. 

One of their first steps was to choose activities and 
strategies that they, as instructors, found interesting. 
One team leader expressed a common sentiment: “First 
of all, I try to pick a book that I’m going to be excited 
about. It’s going to reflect [to the children] if I think it’s 
boring.” They also learned to choose books that the 
children would like (for example, scary stories were 
particularly successful) and to use strategies like using 
funny voices to read a story. Once in a while, they used 
more elaborate strategies, such as taking the children on 
a field trip related to a story or coming in dressed up as 
Medusa when reading a book about her.

A key strategy used by team leaders to make reading 
fun and interesting — and an approach that was 
implemented more consistently over the course of 
the two years — was to draw connections between 
the books and the children’s lives. Team leaders did 
this by asking questions, as they read a book aloud, 
that encouraged the children to think about their own 
families and experiences, or by making these kinds of 
connections for later discussions about the book. Other 
team leaders developed more hands-on “connection 
activities.” One instructor, for example, served the 
children chow mein after reading a book about a 
Chinese immigrant. While they ate, she led a discussion 
about how the Chinese food compared to the food they 
were used to, and how the story’s protagonist might 
have felt trying new food for the first time.

developing a supportive environment
An important practice for helping the children 
enjoy and engage in the literacy activities was the 
development of positive relationships between children 
and CORAL staff — the team leaders in particular. 
This was often considered the foundation of the 
CORAL program, regardless of what specific activity 
was being offered. As one site coordinator said, “To 
me, [relationships] are the bread and butter of the 
program. If you don’t know your kids, you’re not 
doing your job.” 

Staff noted that creating strong relationships was 
important in order to ensure that the children knew 
they were cared for, to help build their confidence, 
and to make sure they felt safe at CORAL. But good 
relationships were also important to the success of some 
activities. Team leaders explained that when they had a 
relationship with the children, they were able to choose 
activities (for example, read aloud stories) that would 
be interesting to them; they could connect lessons and 
discussions to issues in the children’s lives; and they 
were faced with fewer behavior problems and could 
handle them more quickly when they occurred.

Though staff at all CORAL sites indicated that adult-
youth relationships were important to them, they varied 
in the extent to which they integrated specific strategies 
for relationship-building into their programs. A strategy 
common to all sites was to group one team leader with 
the same children for the entire afternoon, every day, as 
often as possible for the whole year. The team leaders 
worked with the same children day after day, quickly 
developing knowledge about them and a routine. All 
team leaders indicated that they took time each day to 
get to know their children, even if it was just casually 
asking how their day was or finding out their birthdays.

Some sites took this process even further, finding 
more ways to integrate relationship-building into the 
infrastructure of their programs. In one city, team 
leaders noted that they worked with the same youth 
not just for one year, but over two consecutive years, 
building on the relationships developed in the first 
year. One city implemented an activity called “on the 
job” or “OTJ,” in which children and team leaders 
had a specific time to talk about any concerns they 
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had — problems either with the CORAL program, 
in school or in their lives more generally — and, as 
a group, discuss how they could resolve these issues. 
At another site, a newly hired team leader’s primary 
responsibility for the first month was to simply get to 
know the children in her or his group, and only later 
turn to teaching literacy. At the end of the month, the 
site coordinator explained, “Our expectation is ‘I want 
you to tell me something special about every kid.’” 
This strategy was possible at this site because two team 
leaders were assigned to each group of youth — in part, 
as the site coordinator noted, so “at least there is one 
familiar face” for the children through staff turnover.

Four cities occasionally moved team leaders from one 
site to another to create an even distribution of skills 
and experience levels. On the one hand, this strategy 
disrupted the relationships that individuals had formed 
with children at the first site. On the other, by moving 
more experienced staff to new sites, CORAL programs 
helped newer staff learn the literacy-instruction and 
relationship-building skills that proved so critical to 
high-quality programming.

supporting english Learners
Another part of creating a fun and supportive 
environment and helping all children develop a sense 
of belonging was understanding the needs of the 
English learners who made up 53 percent of CORAL 
participants. While the percentages varied from site to 
site, almost all team leaders reported working with at 
least some English learners, ranging from just a few 
children to groups where English learners were the vast 
majority of the children.

Many staff indicated that their primary approach to 
working with English learners was to help them feel 
comfortable and supported at CORAL, so that they 
would feel confident enough to participate, voice their 
opinions during book discussions and at other times, 
and build their language skills. This approach included 
strategies that staff used with all children, regardless 
of English proficiency, such as getting to know the 
needs and interests of individual children. Beyond that, 
however, staff worked to help English learners feel that 
their voices were valued by allowing them to speak 
in their native languages and encouraging bilingual 

children to translate for their peers. Some sites also 
specifically tried to match English learners with team 
leaders who spoke their native languages. Indeed, as 
noted earlier, 68 percent of the team leaders reported 
using a non-English language in interactions with youth. 

Team leaders used a few literacy-building approaches 
specifically targeted to supporting English learners, such 
as providing independent reading books in their native 
languages or finding time to work with them one-on-
one in their native languages. But more often, literacy 
support was not targeted in this way since many of 
the strategies that were potentially effective for English 
learners reflected best practices for the academic success 
of all children, including asking questions and leading 
discussions during read alouds, using visuals or acting 
out the meanings of words to reinforce new vocabulary, 
and frequently repeating important ideas. 

Strategies aimed specifically at English learners tended 
to be inconsistently implemented, and many team 
leaders indicated that they could use more ideas and 
training in how to work with these students. Given  
the many areas in which CORAL staff needed 
training — including each piece of literacy instruction, 
enrichment activities and administrative duties such 
as attendance procedures — specific trainings for 
supporting English learners often became a lower 
priority. Overall, however, English learners who 
participated in CORAL appeared to have similar 
outcomes as English-proficient participants, and most 
parents reported that CORAL helped their children 
improve their English skills — issues explored further 
in Chapter 6.

The CORAL team leaders were a diverse group 
reflective of the backgrounds and cultures of the 
children in CORAL. They brought these experiences 
to bear in their approaches to implementing the breadth 
of literacy and enrichment programming designed 
to engage children and provide supports for them. 
What was the quality of programming the children 
experienced at CORAL? Did CORAL’s combination 
of activities and team leader structure contribute to 
the children’s feeling of engagement in the after-school 
program? And, how did the children benefit? These 
questions are explored in the following chapters. 
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Previous studies of after-school programs have 
suggested that disappointing outcomes (in terms of 
academic achievement or attitudes) may be a result of 
poorly implemented or limited academic programming. 
Understanding that quality programming was likely 
critical to supporting positive outcomes for children, 
P/PV researchers assessed quality during each year of 
the evaluation by systematically observing the literacy 
programming at intensive research sites in each of the 
five CORAL cities. These structured observations 
allowed researchers to analyze the quality and 
consistency of the literacy activities in which children 
were participating — which, in turn, enabled them 
to provide feedback to the CORAL leadership and, 
ultimately, to link quality to children’s outcomes.

Findings from the first year of this evaluation (the 
2004–2005 school year) revealed that higher-quality, 
consistent implementation of literacy strategies was 
related to improved outcomes in reading for CORAL 
participants and, further, that a set of key program 
elements and strategies had contributed to sites’ 
achievement of higher-quality literacy programming. 
During the second year, the CORAL directors were 
in a position to apply this information and draw 
on the lessons of their first year experiences as they 
developed approaches for improving the quality of their 
programming. This chapter examines these efforts by 
exploring two central questions:
•	 What	was	the	quality	of	the	literacy	programming	

children participated in during the second year of 
the evaluation?

•	 What	steps	had	the	CORAL	city	directors	taken	
to strengthen the quality of their literacy activities 
during this second year of implementation?

Later, Chapter 6 describes the links between the levels 
of quality observed over the course of the two-year 
evaluation and gains in children’s reading performance.
 

measuring Quality
During Year One of the evaluation, researchers had 
conducted observations of the literacy programming for 
56 groups of third- and fourth-graders at 23 CORAL 
sites. In Year Two, the observations took place at 
21 sites, with 43 groups of fourth- and fifth-graders.35 
Researchers observed most groups at three points 
between October and May of each year. 

During these observations, researchers rated how 
successfully the instructor incorporated each of the six 
balanced literacy strategies (read alouds, independent 
reading, book discussions, writing, vocabulary and skill 
development) into her or his lessons. 

Researchers also rated the extent to which instructors 
implemented four key classroom practices: offering 
positive adult support, for example, acting in a 
responsive way, helping and guiding children’s learning; 
providing high-quality instruction, for example, offering 
clearly presented and organized lessons and motivating 
and challenging youth; incorporating strong group 
management strategies; using successful connection-
building activities, for example, relating texts to youth’s 
experiences.

The researchers noted whether or not each of the six 
balanced literacy strategies was implemented during a 
lesson and, if so, rated the level of its implementation 
on a scale from 1 to 5. Each of the four classroom 
practices was also rated on this scale. (See Appendix 
A for fuller discussion of the observations and the 
strategies assessed.)

These systematic observations allow us to analyze the 
extent to which CORAL programming successfully 
incorporated the central elements of balanced literacy, 
included high-quality instruction, and provided 
opportunities for youth to connect to literature and 
form positive relationships with adults. Importantly, 
these observations also allow us to measure changes in 
quality from Year One to Year Two. 
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YeaR One
Oct 2004 tO maY 2005

56

14.72 minutes

3.67

3.36

3.73

2.62

YeaR tWO
Oct 2005 tO maY 2006

43

   23.44 minutes***

3.55
  

  3.15*

3.69
     

     3.09***

 

average  
 rating1

  3.59***

  2.88***

  3.15***

1.76+

 2.62**

  3.35***

 

percent  
implemented

99%

94%

97%

49%

NA

99%

 

average  
rating

2.84

2.11

2.23

1.52

2.19

2.81

 

percent  
implemented

77%

56%

60%

25%

NA

88%

1 Significance levels noted in the Year Two column indicate where change from one year to the next was significantly different, based on t-test  
 comparing Year One average rating to Year Two average rating (+ p<.10, * p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001).

2 Because vocabulary development strategies could be observed during any of the other literacy strategies, it was not marked as absent or present but  
 was only rated on the scale of 1 to 5; thus, only average ratings exist for this strategy.

table 7. average score on Quality dimensions for Literacy activities

number of groups observed  

Balanced literacy strategies (scale of 1 to 5, with 5 the highest)

Read alouds

Book discussions

Writing

Skill-development activities

Vocabulary2

Independent reading 

Average number of minutes children spent reading

classroom practices (scale of 1 to 5, with 5 the highest)

Adult support

Instructional quality

Group management

Connection between youth and activities

Overall, the cORaL programs greatly increased  
the consistency and quality of their literacy activities 
in Year two.

As Table 7 shows, Year Two saw marked 
improvements along each type of balanced literacy 
strategy: read alouds, book discussions, writing, skill 
development activities, vocabulary and independent 
reading. While there was improvement over the course 
of Year One, overall programming was inconsistent. 
A few skilled instructors offered all types of strategies 
during each lesson, but many others offered some 
strategies one day and different strategies another. 
By Year Two, however, instructors offered the four 
primary strategies (read alouds, book discussions, 
writing and independent reading) during almost all  
of the lessons observed. For example, read alouds 
were observed 77 percent of the time in Year One and 
99 percent of the time in Year Two. This increased 
consistency was one of the most notable aspects of 
programming in the second year. At the same time,  
the quality of delivery of each strategy also improved.  
 

Read alouds, for example, were rated 2.84 on average 
in Year One and 3.59 in Year Two. In other words, 
not only were instructors offering more strategies, they 
were offering higher-quality strategies. 

Although consistency and quality improved significantly 
on the six literacy strategies, some variations remained 
in the other dimensions observed. One of the four 
classroom practices — instructional quality — was rated 
significantly lower in Year Two than in the previous 
year.36 The observers rated similar levels of clarity 
and organization in both years, but tended to give 
slightly lower ratings in Year Two on how successfully 
the instructors challenged and motivated youth. The 
decline perhaps reflects instructors’ attention to specific 
literacy activities rather than to general strategies 
to motivate and challenge youth. At the same time, 
instructors significantly increased their skill at creating 
connections between youth and the books they were 
reading, a measure of how well instructors engaged  
the participants by incorporating information about  
the children’s interests, experiences or cultures into  
their lessons. 
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In order to measure overall quality of implementation 
of the literacy strategies for a particular group, 
researchers developed a literacy profile allowing the 
assignment of a composite score, from 1 to 5, to the 
literacy activities experienced by each of the 56 groups 
of youth observed in Year One and the 43 groups 
observed in Year Two. As discussed in Chapter 6,  
we created an “Overall Lesson Rating” in Year  
Two that included both literacy strategies and 
classroom practices.

The literacy profile considers the quality of the six 
balanced literacy strategies on our scale from 1 to 5, 
with a rating of 3 indicating “moderate quality.” It  
also considers frequency by taking into account whether 
each strategy was observed during at least half of  
the observations of a given group over the course  
of the year. A group that did not implement 
read alouds and independent reading — the two 
foundational strategies — at moderate quality at least 
half the time would be considered Profile 1; a group 
that implemented all six strategies at moderate to high 
quality at least half of the time would be in Profile  
4 or 5. 

During the first year of implementation, the majority 
of the groups (33 of 56, or 59 percent) were assigned 
to Literacy Profile 1 based on these criteria. These 33 
groups did not implement moderate-quality read alouds 

and independent reading during at least half of the 
observations. Of the remaining groups, almost all (20 of 
23) fell into Profile 3, indicating that they implemented 
read alouds, independent reading, and one or two other 
strategies at least half of the time. No groups fell into 
Profile 4 or 5. By Year Two, the picture had changed 
considerably, as Table 8 illustrates. While in Year 
One only 36 percent of the groups were categorized as 
Profile 3 and no groups had been in Profile 4 or 5, by 
Year Two 88 percent of groups were in one of these 
profiles — reflecting the increase in both consistency 
and quality of implementation.

The literacy profile criteria represent high standards 
for balanced literacy programming. It is not at all 
surprising that, in its first year of implementing 
balanced literacy strategies, an after-school program 
would fall into Profile 1. But while the literacy 
programming improved significantly during the 
second year of its implementation, the majority of the 
observed groups still fell in the middle or just above 
the middle of the ratings scale for quality, at what is 
considered a moderate level. While very few groups 
were categorized in the lowest profile levels (suggesting 
that most children received at least moderate quality 
lessons), only a few were categorized as Profile 4 and 
none as Profile 5. This overall moderate quality may 
not be surprising, since the sites had only offered 
balanced literacy programming for two years. 

 the Literacy profile

 The overall literacy profile assigned to each group considers both the quality of balanced literacy strategies  
and the consistency of their implementation over the course of the year.

 Literacy profile 1: Read alouds and independent reading were implemented during fewer than half of observations,  
or were implemented at low quality.

 Literacy profile 2: Read alouds and independent reading were implemented at a quality rating of at least 3  
(on a scale of 1 to 5) during at least half of observations.

 Literacy profile 3: Read alouds, independent reading and one other literacy strategy (writing, book discussions, skill 
development or vocabulary) were implemented at a quality rating of at least 3 during at least half of observations.

 Literacy profile 4: Read alouds and independent reading were implemented at a rating of at least 4, as well as all  
of the other four strategies at a rating of at least 3 during at least half of observations.

 Literacy profile 5: All six balanced literacy strategies were implemented at a rating of 4 during at least half  
of observations. 
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And as described in Chapter 6, the rapid improvement 
to even this level of quality seems to have had 
implications for the benefits children gained from  
the program. 

improving programming
The improvements in CORAL’s literacy programming 
did not happen all by themselves. During the 
2005–2006 school year, CORAL staff focused very 
deliberately on strengthening the quality of the 
literacy activities. The staff had a year of their own 
implementation experiences to learn from and build on. 
In addition, the evaluation findings from the previous 
year had shown not only that children in the moderate-
quality groups had better reading gains than those 
in low-quality groups; they also pointed to specific 
practices that seemed to contribute to higher-quality 
activities. CORAL staff were able to use these findings 
to bolster the quality of their programming.   

the cORaL cities that were most successful in 
improving the quality of their literacy programming 
shared several common features. 

From the information gathered during interviews 
with program staff and partner agencies, researchers 
were able to identify several specific strategies that 
helped explain how CORAL staff were able to 
improve the quality of their literacy programming in 
Year Two. Described in the following pages, these 

strategies included: having an effective literacy director; 
developing an integrated approach for providing 
monitoring, coaching and training; and investing 
resources in strengthening the independent reading 
component of the balanced literacy lessons.37 

A Strong Role for the Literacy Director: By the end 
of the 2004–2005 school year, it was clear from the 
experiences within CORAL cities and the first-year 
evaluation results that the role of a literacy director 
was a key determinant in implementing the literacy 
programming quickly and at a moderate level of 
quality. This role included providing initial and ongoing 
staff training on successful strategies for delivering the 
literacy activities, regular monitoring of on-the-ground 
programming, as well as coaching to help support the 
team leaders and site coordinators. 

While only two of the five cities began Year One with 
a literacy director in place, all cities had them in place 
by the end of that year (in one large site, a team of four 
people filled this role). At the start of Year Two, the 
literacy director in each city was ready to guide and 
oversee successful implementation. Literacy directors 
were able to do their jobs more effectively in this 
second year because their roles had been more clearly 
defined, and they had developed relationships with the 
team leaders and established a degree of credibility in 
each city.  

YeaR One
Oct 2004 tO maY 2005

56

YeaR tWO
Oct 2005 tO maY 2006

43

 

percent of 
groups

 12%

  0%

72%

16%

  0%

 

number of 
groups

  5 

  0 

31 

  7 

  0 

 

percent of 
groups

59%

  5%

36%

  0%

  0%

 

number of 
groups

33

  3 

20 

  0 

  0 

table 8. Literacy profiles for Observed groups Year One and Year two

number of groups Observed  

Literacy profiles

Profile 1

Profile 2

Profile 3

Profile 4

Profile 5
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An Ongoing, Integrated Approach to Strengthening 
Quality: With literacy directors in place before the 
2005–2006 school year began, a coordinated process 
of providing professional development for team leaders 
and site coordinators could be implemented — and 
was, to a degree, in all cities. The process at its most 
successful involved initial targeted trainings in the 
literacy strategies, ongoing monitoring of the quality 
of those strategies as they were implemented, coupled 
with one-on-one coaching of the team leaders to address 
areas needing improvement and utilization of data to 
identify topics for training sessions scheduled regularly 
throughout the program year.

One of the major differences going into Year Two was 
that the literacy directors and CORAL city directors 
(and, in many cases, site coordinators) had a much 
clearer idea of what quality literacy programming 
looked like on the ground. This directly enhanced their 
ability to provide more targeted and structured training 
for the team leaders prior to Year Two startup. Because 
many team leaders had experienced the previous year’s 
literacy programming, their insights and help with 
developing trainings were also a valuable addition in 
Year Two. 

In order to reduce redundancies and encourage 
professional development, one city reformulated its 
entire method of offering training. Team leaders 
were grouped according to their experience, skill and 
previous trainings attended, and each group received 
targeted trainings that built on team leaders’ previous 
knowledge and exposed them to new skills. Staff in this 
city were among the most satisfied with their training 
and support and were responsible for some of the 
highest-quality activities observed. 

Monitoring and coaching were also strengthened 
during Year Two, with both literacy directors and site 
coordinators engaged in observing the team leaders on 
an ongoing and regular basis and providing feedback 
on their strengths and areas in need of improvement 
(both short- and long-term). 

Prior to the start of the second year of programming 
studied, literacy directors were encouraged to create 
their own forms for observing program quality.  
These observation forms became an important  
tool for collecting consistent data across the sites in 
each city, helping literacy directors identify areas of 
strength and places where more targeted or specialized 
training might be needed to improve the quality of the 
literacy activities.

Books and Time for Independent Reading: The first-
year evaluation had highlighted the positive relationship 
between independent reading time — time during 
each day’s literacy programming for children to select 
and read books of interest to them — and children’s 
reading gains. In light of this finding, all CORAL 
city directors became more careful about allocating 
sufficient time for independent reading (typically 20 to 
30 minutes of each day’s literacy programming) and 
providing better-targeted training for team leaders so 
they could implement this activity more effectively. 
The new trainings typically offered suggestions that 
helped team leaders guide children in the selection of 
books at appropriate reading levels, manage the group 
during the period that children were selecting books 
(so as not to spend too much time on this task), design 
focus questions for children to think about (for potential 
discussion later) as they read their books, and develop 
strategies for providing one-on-one support to the 
children during independent reading time.

The CORAL directors also increasingly recognized 
the importance of having large numbers of books that 
would interest the children and improve their literacy 
skills. In every city, staff noted the increased numbers of 
books available in Year Two and additional strategies 
for keeping the books “fresh” for children. The cities 
increased the numbers of books in three primary ways: 
purchasing more books, generating book donations and 
utilizing books from the public and school libraries. To 
stretch the available variety of books, three cities rotated 
their baskets of books among sites, either monthly or 
once mid-way through the school year. 
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With the great variety of reading levels, there was an 
increased emphasis in Year Two on making sure that 
the sites had enough pre-K books as well as chapter 
books of high interest to the children. While cities 
increased the numbers of books for lower-level readings 
from Year One to Year Two, staff voiced a need for 
continued attention to the challenge of having a great 
enough variety of books at the lowest reading levels to 
prevent children from becoming bored.

This chapter has described the significant improvement 
in the quality of the literacy programming over the 
course of a two-year evaluation of CORAL and the 
factors that contributed to the increased level of quality. 
The next chapter provides an examination of the 
extent to which the children participated over time 
and were actively engaged in CORAL — factors that 
prior research has identified as important for program 
effectiveness.
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Research on after-school programs has begun to explore 
multiple facets of participation (e.g., intensity, duration 
and breadth of exposure to a program) and engagement 
(e.g., the extent to which children are involved in the 
program and how they feel about being there) as factors 
critical for understanding whether and how children 
benefit.38 Previous research suggests, for example, 
that where programs have had measurable impact on 
students’ academic achievement, children have attended 
these programs on a regular basis over time, sometimes 
even over a number of years.39 More recent research 
exploring both participation and engagement draws 
directly from studies of in-school learning, and posits 
that while attendance is important, it is not, in itself, 
enough for children simply to attend — they must also 
be actively engaged in the after-school program.40 Both 
factors were explored in this study.

In order to provide a picture of children’s participation 
and engagement, this chapter addresses the following 
questions:
•	 How	frequently	did	the	children	attend	CORAL?
•	 To	what	extent	did	they	participate	in	the	entire	

range of literacy and enrichment activities offered 
by CORAL programs?

•	 For	how	many	semesters	did	they	remain	 
in CORAL?

•	 Did	the	children	like	the	CORAL	activities?

•	 Did	the	programs’	staff	establish	supportive	
relationships with the children?

•	 Did	the	children	feel	safe	and	have	a	sense	 
of belonging in CORAL? 

•	 What	were	the	major	reasons	children	dropped	 
out of the after-school program?

The chapter describes high rates of participation and 
engagement for all CORAL participants.
 

attendance at cORaL
The CORAL initiative consisted of structured 
programs that participants were expected to attend for 
the full afternoon every day the programs were open. 
Staff in all five cities developed attendance policies 
that reflected these expectations. When parents signed 
their children up for CORAL, the staff made clear that 
children who were frequently absent would be asked to 
leave the program. It was staff policy to call parents if a  
child was absent — both to reiterate the importance of 
consistent attendance and to let families know that staff 
cared about the children. CORAL staff were generally 
understanding if parents explained that a child was 
absent for a specific reason, such as illness or a family 
obligation, but occasionally asked parents to pull their 
children from the program after repeated absences.

average number of days Open

average days Youth attended

average attendance Rate 
(days attended out of  

days programs were open)

average days per Week attended

average hours per day attended

percent of Youth Who attended 
fewer than two days per Week

percent of Youth Who attended 
three or more days per Week

average days of Literacy  
attended per Week 

Data are drawn from August 15, 2005 through June 30, 2006. These numbers represent the sample of children (N=378) at the 21 sites followed 
most closely in the study. 

table 9. cORaL attendance in 2005–2006

  sacRamentO

135

   103.0

       76.3%

      2.9

      2.8 

         5.3%

       50.5%

     2.5

  san JOse

128

     83.1

        64.9%

       2.3

      3.1 

       25.7%

       10.0%

      2.2

  LOng Beach

190

   128.8

        67.8%

       3.7

       3.3 

          1.8%

        92.7%

       2.2

   FResnO

176

  129.8

      73.8%

      3.3

     3.2 

        4.3%

      81.4%

     2.9

  pasadena

140

   85.8

     61.3%

     2.1

     2.8 

     51.5%

      18.2%

     1.8

 tOtaL aveRage

151

   110.3

        73.0%

      3.0

      3.1 

        11.9%

        58.2%

      2.3
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children attended cORaL on a regular basis, and  
at rates that appear particularly strong compared  
to findings from some other after-school programs.

During the 2005–2006 school year, the CORAL 
programs were open an average of 151 days. Out of 
these total possible days, the children in the research 
sample attended CORAL an average of 110.3 days 
during the year (an overall average attendance rate 
of 73 percent), or an average of 3.0 days per week 
(see Table 9). More than half of the enrolled children 
(58.2 percent) attended CORAL three or more days 
per week, and 69.3 percent attended more than 75 
days during the year. These rates appear particularly 
strong compared to some other studies of after-school 
programs. A first-year evaluation of the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers, for example, found  
that children attended an average of 58.3 days over  
the year, and only 16.9 percent attended more than 
75 days of programming.41 A meta-analysis of 73 after-
school programs42 found 11 programs with youth 
attendance ranging from 15 percent to 26 percent of the 
days the programs were open and an additional three 
programs with attendance ranging between 26 and 50 
percent.43 Attendance data were not available for the 
remaining programs.

While children across the five cORaL cities 
attended literacy activities most frequently, they also 
participated in homework help and non-academic 
enrichment activities on a regular basis.

The CORAL after-school programs provided a 
range of activities during the course of any individual 
week and across the entire school year. As Table 10 
illustrates, overall, children attended literacy the most 
frequently of any activity (an average of 85.7 days) 
during the 2005–2006 school year. On average, they 
participated in homework help nearly as often (81.4 
days); but in three of the cities, they participated in 
this activity even more frequently than in the literacy 
programming.44 Children also regularly attended non-
academic enrichment activities (for example, arts,  
dance, music, drama) and physical education, but did 
so with greater variation across the state, reflecting 
cities’ varying schedules in these areas. These data 
reveal that the programs were relatively successful at 
exposing youth to a variety of activities, striking the 
balance they had hoped to achieve between academics 
and enrichment and meeting the interests of parents, 
school staff and the children in such a balance.

average number of days Open

average number of days Literacy 
programming Offered

average number of days attended

Literacy

Other academic 

Homework help

Non-academic enrichment

Field trips

Physical education

Data are drawn from August 15, 2005 through June 30, 2006. These numbers represent 21 sites and a sample of 378 fourth- and fifth-grade 
children followed most closely in the study. 

table 10. attendance by type of activity: average number of days

sacRamentO

135

125

85.9

  3.3

90.2

45.9

  7.7

24.5

san JOse

128

127

     80.6

    2

    22.7

   70.7

      6.6

   14.9

LOng Beach

190

147

76.1

22.2

99.2

47.5

19.8

69.3

FResnO

176

167

  112.1

      6.3

  103.2

    62.5

      3.1

    71.6

pasadena

140

116

71.5

  1.5

75.4

36.9

  0.2

  9.8

tOtaL aveRage

151

136

    85.7

    9

   81.4

   53.2

     7.3

   43.2
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Retention Over two Years
While the frequency of attendance over the course 
of an academic year is important, some studies have 
suggested that youth may need to attend a program 
over multiple years to reap measurable gains.45 This 
section, therefore, examines retention rates in terms  
of the number of semesters children stayed in CORAL 
over the two-year evaluation period. It also provides 
parents’ perspectives on reasons their children  
stopped attending. 

more than two-thirds of the children participated  
in cORaL during both years of the evaluation.

Of the children in the sample who attended CORAL 
in 2004–2005, 69 percent of those eligible46 continued 
to attend in 2005–2006. In addition, 63 percent 
attended all four semesters of the period during which 
data were being collected, while only 2 percent of 
the children attended CORAL for just one semester. 
These retention rates were similar for all youth in the 
sample, regardless of their demographic characteristics 
(gender or ethnicity), their Fall 2004 grade-level reading 
performance, their English learner status, or their Fall 
2004 ratings of their attitudes toward school  
and reading.47 

To learn more about why children stopped going to 
CORAL, researchers asked parents (in a late Spring 
2006 survey) to identify the primary reasons their 
children had stopped attending. As Figure 1 illustrates, 
parents’ most frequent response (25 percent) was that 
their children were no longer interested in the program. 
Other reasons they cited, however, were external to 
whether the children liked or were interested in the 
program: For example, parents said their children had 
left CORAL because the family moved (21 percent) 
or the children changed schools (9 percent). The other 
most frequently noted reason for leaving the program 
was that the children had too much homework  
(16 percent).

While 25 percent of parents whose child no longer 
attended CORAL reported that their children had left 
the program because they were no longer interested in 
it, a large proportion of children (including those who 
no longer participated) reported liking the CORAL 
activities and finding CORAL a safe and supportive 
environment. The following section describes these  
and other aspects of children’s engagement in the  
after-school program.

Figure 1. Reasons children Left cORaL

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

child no longer  
interested in the  
cORaL program

child’s family  
moved

child has too  
much homework

child changed 
schools

child is enrolled  
in a different  
program now

it was too hard for 
child to get home 
from the program

Of the 501 parents who completed the survey in late Spring 2006, 207 indicated that their children no longer participated in CORAL. These responses 
are based on surveys from those 207 parents.48
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active engagement
Chapter 3 described the strategies that the CORAL 
programs and staff — and the team leaders, in 
particular — used to build strong adult-youth 
relationships and create an environment that was both 
supportive and fun for the children. Following is more 
specific data, from the participants’ perspectives, on the 
extent to which the CORAL programs were able to 
successfully accomplish these objectives. Data for this 
section are drawn from a Spring 2006 survey completed 
by 378 children (all fourth- and fifth-graders when the 
survey was administered). Children were asked to 
complete the survey whether or not they continued  
to participate in CORAL.

most children reported liking the range  
of cORaL activities and found them interesting  
and challenging.

While the CORAL sites emphasized literacy, they all 
provided a range of activities intended to engage youth 
in the after-school programming. According to the 
Spring 2006 survey, 72 percent of children reported 
that they liked the CORAL literacy activities (see 
Figure 2), which is particularly noteworthy considering 
that the program included large numbers of children 

who struggled with reading and academics. At the same 
time, a higher proportion of children reported liking 
the other activities offered. The highest percentage of 
children reported enjoying the sports (94 percent) and 
arts activities (92 percent). When asked about CORAL 
overall, 73 percent agreed that all of the program’s 
activities were interesting and challenging. 

the cORaL programs established positive  
adult-youth relationships.

Judging by the survey of fourth- and fifth-graders, 
positive adult-youth relationships appear to be one 
of the strengths of the CORAL program. Almost all 
children (97 percent) reported that there was at least 
one supportive adult at CORAL (someone whom they 
felt they could talk to or go to if they needed help), 
and 73 percent indicated that there were two or more 
such supportive adults (see Table 11). When asked 
specifically about the staff who led the literacy activities 
(a key role of the team leaders, as described in Chapter 
3), more than 85 percent of children agreed that the 
staff paid attention to and cared about them. 

table 11. participants’ Feelings of support, safety and Belonging at cORaL

Respondents who agreed that:

There is at least one supportive adult at CORAL 

There are two or more supportive adults at CORAL

They feel safe at CORAL

They feel a sense of belonging to CORAL

They have positive relationships with their CORAL peers

When asked specifically about their literacy activities at cORaL, respondents who agreed that:

CORAL staff pay attention to and care about them

CORAL staff explain things clearly

 percent

 97%

 73%

 90%

 71%

80%

85%

83%

Each of the topics in this table is derived from sets of individual questions combined to form a scale. Examples of specific items that comprise each 
scale are presented in Appendix A. 
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chapteR  6

How Did CORAL Participants Benefit?

the programs created an environment where 
children felt safe and had a strong sense  
of belonging.

As Table 11 also describes, CORAL seemed to provide 
a safe space where children felt comfortable and cared 
for. Overall, 90 percent of children indicated that they 
felt safe at CORAL, and 80 percent reported that their 
relationships with their peers at CORAL were positive 
(in other words, they liked the other children and  
knew them well, and their friends were also involved  
in CORAL). Almost three-quarters of the children  
(71 percent) agreed that they felt a sense of belonging to 
CORAL (in other words, they felt that they mattered 
while at CORAL, that CORAL was a comfortable 
place to spend time, and that they were involved and 
successful while at CORAL). 

For all of these measures — the children’s ratings of 
the CORAL activities (illustrated in Figure 2) and their 
feelings of support, safety and belonging at CORAL 
(illustrated in Table 11) — the responses of English 
learners and English-proficient children differed in only 
one area: English learners were significantly more likely 
to agree that the CORAL activities were interesting  
(77 percent of English learners agreed compared to  
66 percent of English-proficient children). These 
findings suggest that the strategies (described in  
Chapter 3) the cities used to create supportive and 
engaging environments for all children — along  
with some strategies particularly focused on English 
learners — were successful. 

The following chapter explores the outcomes for 
children who participated in CORAL.

Figure 2: children’s Rating of how much they Liked various cORaL activities

100% 

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

sports and  
recreation

art homework help science and math dance, music  
and drama

Literacy

Responses are based on the Spring 2006 survey of 378 fourth- and fifth-grade children, including current participants and children who no longer attended.
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As the preceding chapters have described, the CORAL 
program is on its way to achieving key programmatic 
benchmarks associated with positive outcomes for 
participants. By Year Two of the evaluation almost 
all of the instructors of the groups observed were 
consistently utilizing the balanced literacy strategies 
and doing so with at least a moderate degree of  
quality — a factor that Year One findings suggested 
was related to better grade-level reading gains. And 
the vast majority of CORAL children reported being 
engaged in the program — that is, they liked the 
activities at CORAL, including the literacy activities, 
and felt a strong sense of belonging. The children also 
reported receiving positive developmental supports 
from the program, in the form of a safe place to be and 
the availability of supportive adults. CORAL programs 
involved children at relatively high levels of intensity 
and duration, as documented by the rates  
of participation and retention over the two-year  
study period.

That CORAL participants stayed in the program over 
time, felt a strong sense of belonging to the program 
and liked it, and were exposed to literacy activities that 
meet criteria for high-quality implementation leads 
one to anticipate that these children gained some 
benefits from the program. This chapter explores 
the role of quality, participation and belonging in 
promoting positive outcomes for the children involved 
in CORAL. It first describes the outcomes measured 
and then addresses the following questions:
•	 How	do	children’s	reading	performance,	attitudes	

toward reading, as well as attitudes and behaviors  
in school change over time?

•	 Do	certain	program	factors — such as the quality  
of implementation — help explain how well children 
do over time?

•	 Are	children’s	levels	of	attendance	and	engagement	
in the program related to their outcomes?

•	 Do	some	children	benefit	more	than	others,	based	
on factors such as English learner status or how far 
behind they were in reading when enrolled  
in CORAL?

The chapter also briefly discusses parents’ and school 
staff’s perceptions of how the children benefited from 
CORAL.

The study does not include a comparison group; 
therefore, it is not possible to determine the degree to 
which unknown, unmeasured factors may have also 
contributed to the children’s outcomes. For example, 
where positive outcomes relate to children’s sense of 
engagement in CORAL, it is impossible to determine 
conclusively that the program made the difference 
because the same characteristics that contributed to 
children’s feeling of engagement in the after-school 
program also may have contributed to their positive 
outcomes. Also, in some instances, an outcome may 
decline over time — which could be interpreted as a 
negative finding, but may, in fact, be positive if children 
who never enrolled in CORAL experience a more 
precipitous decline. 

Despite these limitations, the accumulation of 
information in this chapter suggests that higher quality 
programming and children’s positive engagement 
in CORAL helped to support positive outcomes for 
children. (See Appendix A for details on the data 
collection strategies and measures and Appendix C for 
details on the analyses described in this chapter.)
 

Outcomes assessed
The CORAL initiative was created with the goal  
of helping to improve academic achievement for 
children in low-performing schools. Thus, the outcomes 
examined for the evaluation were focused on these 
areas and included reading performance, attitudes 
toward reading, as well as attitudes and behaviors  
in school. 

Reading performance
Both individual reading assessments and standardized 
test scores were used to assess gains in reading. As part 
of the evaluation, P/PV researchers administered the 
Jerry L. Johns Basic Reading Inventory and assigned 
a grade-level equivalent score based on this individual 
assessment. The grade-level equivalent score takes into 
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account how well children perform in reading a series 
of graded word lists and graded paragraphs, as well as 
their responses to comprehension questions after each 
paragraph. Reading levels were assessed in the Fall and 
Spring of each school year included in the evaluation 
(Fall 2004, Spring 2005, Fall 2005 and Spring 2006).

P/PV also gathered the CORAL children’s test scores 
on the CST-ELA from school district records. Based on 
how well they perform on the test, children receive  
a proficiency-level score indicating whether they are  
“far below basic,” “below basic,” “basic,” “proficient”  
or “advanced” for their grade level in reading.49 Tests  
are administered in groups within the school-day 
classroom, typically toward the end of each school 
year. Spring 2004 (before the launch of the literacy 
component of the initiative), Spring 2005 and Spring 
2006 test scores were gathered from the school districts 
for children enrolled in the study over the course  
of the two-year evaluation.50 

The individual reading assessments provide an estimate 
of the grade level at which children are reading with 
fluency and comprehension. Thus, gains in scores on 
the Informal Reading Inventory indicate grade-level 
gains in reading (for example, moving from a first-grade 
reading level to a second-grade reading level would 
show a gain of one grade-level in reading). Because the 
CST-ELA is a proficiency test, it cannot be used to look 
at absolute gains from one year to the next in the same 
way possible using the Informal Reading Inventory 
(see Appendix A). On the CST-ELA staying in the 
same category from one year to the next (for example, 
being proficient at third-grade standards in third grade 
and then proficient at fourth-grade standards in fourth 
grade) can be interpreted as positive, even though the 
student’s “score” remains the same. In contrast, staying 
far below basic would not be a positive outcome. 

To capture whether the children had positive outcomes 
from one year to the next and to test the links between 
program quality, participation and engagement to 
positive outcomes, we needed to define what that 
positive outcome would look like. We used a definition 
that was constructed to mirror the California 

Department of Education proposed guidelines for 
Proposition 49 grantees that were considering test 
scores as one of their outcome areas.51 Children  
were identified as having a positive outcome on the 
CST-ELA if, from one year to the next, they:
•		 Moved	from	“far	below”	or	“below	basic”	 

up a level, or
•	 Stayed	in	the	range	of	“basic”	or	above	 

(“proficient” or “advanced”)

This result was constructed as a “yes” or “no” variable 
to describe a positive outcome from the 2004 to 2005 
CST, from the 2005 to 2006 CST and from the 2004 to 
2006 CST.

attitudes and Behaviors
In Fall 2004 and Spring 2006, children completed 
surveys assessing their attitudes toward reading as 
well as their attitudes and behaviors in school. More 
specifically, the study focused on a set of 13 outcomes 
from the survey. Those specific to reading included 
children’s sense of comfort with their ability to read 
(their reading efficacy), liking reading, time spent 
reading after school and in the past four weeks, and 
talking with an adult about something they had read. 
Outcomes related to school more generally included 
liking school, coming to school without homework 
done, wanting to go to school, studying hard for a test, 
missing a day of school and getting in trouble at school.

Other Benefits
During visits to the CORAL program sites, researchers 
conducted focus groups with parents and interviews 
with principals, teachers and initiative stakeholders on 
the ways in which they witnessed CORAL participants 
benefiting. In addition, parents completed Spring 2006 
surveys asking about the extent to which the CORAL 
program benefited their children across multiple 
domains. As was true for the other Spring 2006 
measures — including CST scores, individual reading 
assessments and youth surveys — this parent survey 
was obtained whether or not the children were still 
attending the after-school program.
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Overall changes on Outcome measures
The first step in the analysis was to examine whether 
children’s reading performance or attitudes toward 
reading and school changed between Fall 2004 and 
Spring 2006. While not providing evidence of program 
effectiveness, these findings provide an indication of 
the pattern of change for CORAL children overall, 
regardless of the duration of their participation, their 
sense of belonging or the quality of the programming  
to which they were exposed. They provide a context 
for other findings discussed in the later sections of  
this chapter. 

children participating in cORaL showed 
improvement in their grade-level reading 
performance and positive outcomes on  
cst-eLa test scores over the course  
of the evaluation period.

Small but significant gains, based on the individual 
reading assessments, were found in children’s grade-
level reading scores over the course of each school 
year (with an average of about five months between 
assessments). Children gained an average of .31 grade 
levels in reading from Fall 2004 to Spring 2005 and an 
average of .44 grade levels from Fall 2005 to Spring 
2006. The proportion of children deemed to have a 
positive outcome on their CST-ELA (as defined in this 
chapter) was 68 percent from Spring 2004 to Spring 
2005 and 72 percent from Spring 2005 to Spring 2006.
 

children’s attitudes toward reading and school 
remained relatively stable between Fall 2004  
and spring 2006.

Table 12 displays the averages for each of the 13 school 
and reading attitudes measured in Fall 2004 and again 
in Spring 2006. Analyses comparing children’s reports 
at these two points in time revealed that children’s 
attitudes and behaviors stayed relatively steady, 
although four of the 13 survey outcomes measured 
showed significant declines. By Spring 2006, children’s 
ratings of how much they liked reading and liked 
school and of how often they missed or cut school were 
lower, on average. And their ratings of how often they 
had gotten in trouble at school were higher.52 

The analyses also tested for whether the change was 
different for children who moved from third grade in 
Year One of the evaluation to fourth grade in Year 
Two compared to those who went from fourth to fifth 
grade during the same years. The patterns were similar 
for both groups on all but two measures — “studied 
hard for a test” and “wanted to go to school” — where 
children moving from third to fourth grades showed a 
decline and children moving from fourth to fifth grades 
showed an increase. 

Although these analyses indicate little change over time 
for CORAL participants, it is difficult to characterize 
the findings without a comparison group. In general, 
youth’s attitudes toward school and reading tend to 
decline over this phase of elementary school,53 so the 
fact that they report little change may be a relatively 
positive finding. 

It is important to note that these overall analyses do 
not consider characteristics that might contribute to 
explaining program effectiveness, such as a child’s 
English learner status or how far behind in reading 
she or he was at the time of the first assessment. The 
analyses also do not take into account the quality of 
the program to which individual children were exposed 
or the level of their participation or engagement in the 
program. The following three sections explore how 
these factors might help explain the changes  
in outcomes. 
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Quality and Reading performance
Prior studies of after-school programs that have found 
little or no effects on academic achievement have also 
found that implementation of the program components 
designed to help improve academic performance 
was poor or uneven. For this reason, the CORAL 
evaluation was designed to test whether the literacy 
programming achieved quality and if, in turn, that 
quality was related to stronger outcomes for children. 

As described in Chapter 4, researchers observed the 
literacy activities and noted the quality of the literacy 
strategies utilized (read alouds, independent reading, 
book discussions, writing, vocabulary and skill 
development activities), along with other more general 
classroom practices (such as adult support, instructional 
quality, group management and connection making). 
Having these observation data from each program 
year permits analyses linking the quality of literacy 
programming to changes in children’s reading 
performance over the same timeframe. 

In examining the relationship between quality and 
reading performance over Year One, the literacy quality 
ratings (the literacy profile defined in Chapter 4) and 
the classroom practices ratings are used separately. 
During the first year of balanced literacy programming 
implementation, there was little interrelationship 
between these two sets of ratings. Instructors in some 
groups may have been skilled at group management 
practices and offering strong adult support, but 
inconsistent in their inclusion of key literacy strategies 
in the lessons (for example, only occasionally having 
the children read independently). Other instructors may 
have consistently included the key literacy strategies 
in their lessons but presented the lessons at a relatively 
weak level of instructional quality or omitted the kinds 
of connection-making activities that could engage the 
children in books and learning.

table 12. children’s Ratings of school and Reading, Fall 2004 and spring 2006 
(all outcomes rated from 1 = low to 5 = high unless another range is specified)

aveRage FaLL 
2004

4.4

4.4

1.9

2.1

4.2

1.8

1.4

4.4

4.4

3.6

2.9

3.2

3.7

aveRage spRing 
2006

4.3

4.2

1.8

1.9

4.2

1.9

1.3

4.4

4.3

3.5

2.8

3.4

3.7

mean change

-0.1

    -0.2***

-0.1

-0.2

   0 

  .1+

 -.1+

   0

  -0.1*

-0.1

-0.1

  .2

   0

attitudes and Behaviors in school

Pay attention and concentrate in class

Like school

Come to class without finishing homework

Felt unsafe at school in the last 30 days

Studied hard for a test in the last 30 days

Got in trouble at school in the last 30 days

Missed/cut whole day of school in the last 30 days

Wanted to go to school in the last 30 days

attitudes toward Reading

Like reading

Talked with someone about something read in the last four weeks

Amount typically read for pleasure after school
(1 = no time to 4 = more than an hour)

Amount read books for pleasure in the last four weeks

Comfort with ability to read (reading efficacy)

Change is assessed for approximately 305 children for whom Fall 2004 and Spring 2006 surveys, enrollment and attendance data, and English learner 
status were available. +p<.10, *p<.05,** p<.01,***p<.001
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In Year Two, program practices had improved 
significantly across the CORAL cities (as discussed 
in Chapter 4). The groups varied little on the literacy 
profile, and the ratings of classroom practices were 
highly interrelated with those of the literacy strategies. 
In order to make distinctions among levels of quality 
in the observed groups and analyze the link between 
quality and reading performance, we constructed an 
Overall Lesson Rating. This rating comprises the 
average ratings of the four main literacy strategies  
(read alouds, book discussions, writing and independent 
reading) and the average ratings of the four  
classroom practices. 

The next sections examine how quality was related  
to gains on the Informal Reading Inventory and  
to a positive outcome on the CST-ELA.54  

more consistent and higher-quality implementation 
of the literacy strategies was related to reading- 
level gains.

In Year One of the evaluation, children in groups 
that received more consistent and higher-quality 
implementation of the literacy strategies (those in 
Profile 3 — the highest profile any groups achieved in 
Year One) exhibited greater reading-level gains over 
the school year compared to children participating 
in groups where the literacy strategies were not 
consistently implemented (those in Profile 1).55 As 
displayed in Table 13, average reading gains were .26 
grade levels for children in the lowest-quality group 
(Profile 1), but they were .45 for children in groups 

where the literacy activities were implemented at a 
moderate level of quality (Profile 3). Additional Year 
One analyses found no relationship between observed 
quality of the general classroom practices — adult 
support, instructional quality, group management, and 
connection making — and children’s reading-level gains.

In Year Two, almost all groups (88 percent) displayed 
consistent and higher-quality implementation of the 
literacy strategies (achieving Profile 3 or 4, as described 
in Chapter 4), making comparisons inappropriate due 
to the very small number of children in the lower-
quality (Profile 1 and 2) groups. The average reading 
gain of .44 grade level over the second school year was 
comparable to the Year One average gain of .45 for 
children exposed to higher-quality literacy activities. 
While not conclusive, these findings support the theory 
that youth’s exposure to more consistent and higher-
quality implementation of the literacy components leads 
to greater gains. 

the combination of more consistent and higher-
quality implementation of the literacy strategies and 
stronger classroom practices was associated with a 
greater likelihood of having a positive outcome on 
the cst-eLa test.

In Year One, ratings of the quality of the literacy 
strategies and of the classroom practices were not 
associated with outcomes on the CST-ELA. In Year 
Two, however, when the quality of the literacy 
strategies had improved markedly, a significant positive 
relationship was found to exist between the Overall 

* During Year Two of the evaluation, too few youth were involved in Profiles 1, 2 or 4 to make meaningful comparisons, so they are grouped together 
 in the table. During Year One of the evaluation, no groups were at the level of Profile 4 or 5.  

table 13. Literacy profiles and average change in Reading Level across two Years of evaluation

nUmBeR OF YOUth

368

381

246

  28

107

aveRage change  
in Reading LeveL

0.44

0.31

0.26

0.28

0.45

nUmBeR OF gROUps

42

56

33

  3

20

LiteRacY pROFiLe*

all groups 2005–2006

all groups 2004–2005

Profile 1

Profile 2

Profile 3
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Lesson Rating — a composite rating that included the 
literacy strategies and the classroom practices — and the 
likelihood of children having a positive outcome from 
2005 to 2006 on the CST-ELA. Based on a rating scale 
of 1 to 5, the scores across all observed groups ranged 
from a low of 2 to a high of 4.29, with half of the 
groups scoring 3.48 or better. This positive association 
indicates that children in groups with higher Overall 
Lesson Ratings were more likely to have a positive 
outcome on the CST than those in groups with lower 
Overall Lesson Ratings.

To provide an example of this relationship between 
Overall Lesson Rating and the likelihood of a 
positive outcome on the CST-ELA, the percentages 
of children in groups scoring above the median (3.48) 
on the Overall Lesson Rating who showed positive 
outcomes on their CST-ELA from 2005 to 2006 were 
calculated and compared to those in groups scoring 
below the midpoint. As Table 14 shows, 67 percent of 
the children in the lower-rated groups had a positive 
outcome on their CST-ELA from 2005 to 2006, 
compared to 75 percent of the children in the higher-
rated groups. 

While more successful implementation of the literacy 
strategies appears to support gains in grade-level 
reading, this successful implementation is not enough,  
in and of itself, to support positive outcomes on the 
CST. It was only in the second year of the initiative’s 
literacy programming implementation, when the 
consistency and quality of literacy strategies were 
stronger and much less variable, that the literacy 
strategies — when coupled with strong classroom 
practices — were related to positive CST-ELA 
outcomes for children in those groups. 

It is important to note that collection of the evaluation 
data concluded after only the second year of 
implementation of the literacy strategies. Programs 
continued to strengthen practices — such as training 
and coaching the instructors — that contribute 
to higher-quality lessons. Although the literacy 
programming grew and matured over the two years of 
the evaluation, there was still room for improvement. 
Only 16 percent (or 7 out of 43) of the groups 
observed in Year Two achieved a Profile 4 in spite of 
the training, monitoring and coaching the instructors 
received. As a result, this number of groups was not 
enough to test whether an increase in quality of this 
level might contribute to greater gains in reading 
performance by the children in those groups. 

participation, engagement and Outcomes
A recent publication on youth engagement in after-
school programs describes research suggesting that all 
of the following factors affect outcomes: the reason(s) 
children enroll in a program, the length of their 
attendance, their sense of belonging and attachment, 
and their effort and focus while participating.56 The 
CORAL program’s evaluation measured two of these 
factors — the number of semesters of participation 
between Fall 2004 and Spring 2006 and children’s sense 
of belonging to CORAL (measured in Spring 2006). 
As discussed in Chapter 5, the children in the studied 
sample attended one (2 percent), two (29 percent), three 
(6 percent) or four (63 percent) semesters between Fall 
2004 and Spring 2006. 

tOtaL nUmBeR OF YOUth  
having cst scORes

83

151

234

peRcentage OF chiLdRen 
With pOsitive OUtcOmes 

FROm 2005 tO 2006

67%

75%

72%

nUmBeR OF gROUps

21

22

43

Groups were designated lower or higher based on a median split of their scores on the Overall Lesson Rating. The scale of the rating was from 1 to 5. 
Groups in the lower half had Overall Lesson Ratings of between 2 and 3.43; groups in the higher half had Overall Lesson Ratings of 3.48 to 4.29.

table 14. positive Outcomes on the cst-eLa from 2005 to 2006 by groups’ Overall Lesson Ratings

OveRaLL LessOn 
Rating

Lower-rated groups

Higher-rated groups

all groups
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When surveyed in Spring 2006, almost three-quarters 
of the children in this sample57 also reported feeling 
a sense of belonging to the program (having agreed 
or strongly agreed to feeling that they were listened 
to, that their opinions mattered, that CORAL was a 
comfortable place to spend time and that they belonged 
at CORAL). 

a stronger sense of belonging to cORaL was related 
to positive changes in children’s attitudes toward 
reading as well as attitudes and behaviors in school.

Our analyses to assess whether the duration of 
participation and sense of belonging were related to 
better outcomes between Fall 2004 and Spring 200658 
reveal that children’s sense of belonging, but not the 
number of semesters of attendance, is consistently 
related to positive changes in youth’s attitudes toward 
reading and attitudes toward, and behaviors in, school. 
The stronger children’s sense of belonging to the 
program, the more likely they were to have a positive 
change in 10 of the 13 outcomes. Neither duration 
of participation nor sense of belonging was related to 
changes in reading performance.

Table 15 displays the associations between sense of 
belonging and outcomes. It shows the average change 
on each of the outcomes for children whose ratings of 
sense of belonging to CORAL corresponded to “low or 
neutral” (a neutral rating of 3.9 or lower on a scale of 
1 to 5), “strong” (a rating of 4 to less than 5), or “very 
strong” (a rating of 5). The pattern of findings displayed 
in the table suggests that children who felt a stronger 
sense of belonging to CORAL were maintaining 
relatively steady attitudes, whereas those with less of a 
sense of belonging tended to have less positive attitudes 
over time. For example, earlier in this chapter Table 
12 displays declines in “liking school” and “liking 
reading” among children in the overall sample; Table 
15 indicates that children with a very strong sense of 
belonging do not show the same decline. 

The downward shift in attitudes toward reading and 
school has been documented in developmental research 
that explores what some describe as the “fourth  
grade slump.” 59  

It is important to note the possibility of characteristics 
of children or their families (for example, factors that 
motivated them to sign up for the program in the first 
place, or a greater propensity for actively engaging in 
activities) that were not measured but might explain 
why some children are more likely to develop a sense 
of belonging to the program and also explain why they 
fare better over time. Absent a control group, this study 
cannot account for that possibility.

Because children’s sense of belonging emerged as such 
a strong predictor of positive changes in outcomes, 
additional analyses were conducted to understand 
whether any of the quality ratings (the literacy 
strategies and classroom practices) might be associated 
with children developing a sense of belonging to the 
CORAL programs. No such relationship was apparent. 
However, children’s perceptions of CORAL as a place 
with positive peer relationships (in other words, they 
liked the other children at CORAL, got to know them 
really well, and had a lot of friends there) and the safety 
they felt in CORAL (measured in Fall 2004) were 
related to their sense of belonging.60 
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table 15. the Relationship of sense of Belonging to change in children’s Ratings of school and Reading from 
Fall 2004 to spring 2006 (all outcomes rated from 1 = low to 5 = high unless another range is specified)

sense OF BeLOnging tO cORaL signiFicance:  
Relationship Between 
sense of Belonging 

and change from Fall 
2004 to spring 2006

not significant

not significant

***

***

not significant

***

**

**

not significant

***

***

***

*

+

not significant

Reading performance 

Grade-level reading gains (Grade-level score)

Proportion of children with positive CST-ELA  
outcome 2004 to 2006 (yes or no)

attitudes toward, and Behaviors in, school

Pay attention and concentrate in class

Like school

Come to class without finishing homework

Felt unsafe at school in the last 30 days

Studied hard for a test in the last 30 days

Got in trouble at school in the last 30 days

Missed/cut whole day of school in the last 30 days

Wanted to go to school in the last 30 days

attitudes toward Reading

Like reading

Talked with someone about something  
read in the last four weeks

Amount typically read for pleasure after school
(1 = no time to 4 = more than an hour)

Amount read books for pleasure  
in the last four weeks

Comfort with ability to read (reading efficacy)

strong
n = 108

1.67

83%

-.13

-.31

-0.08

-.12

.03

.18

-.10

-.11

-.19

-.25

-.13

.15

-.06

very
strong

n = 126

1.79

72%

.03

.01

-.15

-.34

.21

-.01

-.09

.32

.08

.21

-.01

.38

-.03

Low or  
neutral
n = 86

1.40

77%

   -.47

-1.0

   .05

   .35

   -.35

   .59

   -.13

-1.0

   -.75

-1.2

   -.37

   -.35

   -.12

Results presented in the table are from a series of Ordinary Least Squares regression analyses with sense of belonging and duration of participation as predictors, 
controlling for demographics, English learner status, Fall 2004 reading level, Fall 2004 rating of the outcome of interest, stress, and three variables that were predictors 
of participation and belonging. Detailed analyses are presented in Appendix C. The three levels for sense of belonging capture children with low or neutral ratings  
(a rating of 3.9 or lower on the composite scale), strong ratings (4 to less than 5), or very strong ratings (5) on a scale from 1 to 5, from disagree a lot to agree a lot. 
The changes presented for each level of sense of belonging are averages after adjustments for the other variables in the regression. N = 320. +p<.10, *p = <.05,  
**p = <.01, ***p=<.001

Benefits to specific subgroups of children 
CORAL programs targeted low-performing schools 
serving low-income populations. Within that targeted 
population, the children served by CORAL reflect 
some diversity: About two thirds identified themselves 
as Latino/a; about 70 percent were assessed below 
grade level in reading in Fall 2004; and just over half of 
the children served were designated English learners.

The previous sections of this chapter described the 
overall outcomes for CORAL youth and then the 
effects of quality, participation and engagement on 
outcomes for the entire group of children in the studied 
sample. This section examines the outcomes for two 
subgroups of children: English learners compared to 
English-proficient children, and children starting  
far below grade level in reading compared to those  
at or above. 



page  46  |  ins ight :  advanc ing  ach ievement

chapteR  6 :  hOW d id  cORaL  paRt ic ipants  BeneF it ?

This section first describes the subgroups’ overall 
outcomes, without taking into account levels of 
participation, engagement or the quality of the literacy 
programming to which they are exposed. It then 
explores whether program quality, participation or 
engagement in the CORAL program related in the 
same ways to the outcomes for children who differed 
on these achievement and demographic characteristics.61

  

english learners and children farthest behind in 
reading in Fall 2004 showed significantly greater 
reading-level gains compared to their counterparts 
who were english proficient or reading at grade level 
when they entered cORaL. 

Table 16 shows the grade-level gains for English 
learners versus English-proficient children, and Table 
17 shows the gains for children who began the study at 
different grade levels of reading. The pattern revealed 
in both tables shows greater gains for children who 
started further behind and for those who have been 
designated English learners. It is apparent that the 

children remain behind in their reading levels; however, 
given the findings from studies of low-income children 
in poor performing schools that children tend to fall 
further and further behind, the fact that the CORAL 
subgroup children continue to show gains on their 
reading levels is worth noting and exploring further. 

Although the reading-level gains reported in Tables 
16 and 17 suggest that the program may be beneficial 
for subgroups of CORAL children, such as English 
learners or children far behind grade level in reading, 
these analyses concern the overall sample and do not 
take into account the role of quality, participation or 
engagement and whether these factors matter to the 
same degree for all children. To address this question, 
researchers conducted analyses to find whether quality 
ratings, number of semesters of participation, or sense 
of belonging were more positively (or negatively) 
related to outcomes for English learners or children 
who started further behind in reading. 

nUmBeR OF chiLdRen

171

137

325

aveRage gRade-LeveL 
Reading gains BetWeen 

FaLL 2004 and spRing 2006

1.76

1.61

1.72

FaLL 2004 aveRage  
gRade-LeveL Reading 

scORe

1.63

2.61

2.07

The average number of months between assessments was 17.

table 16. Reading-Level gains for english Learners versus english-proficient cORaL children

 
English Learners

English Proficient

all

table 17. Reading-Level gains for cORaL children at or above grade Level, One grade-Level Behind  
and two or more grade Levels Behind in Reading in Fall 2004

nUmBeR OF chiLdRen

176

68

81

325

aveRage gRade-LeveL 
Reading gains BetWeen  

FaLL 2004 and spRing 2006

2.03

1.82

0.95

1.72

Reading LeveL in FaLL 2004

2+ grades below

1 below

At or above

all

The average number of months between assessments was 17.
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Quality of the literacy programming had the same 
positive association with children’s reading gains, 
regardless of english learner status, or how far 
behind in reading children were in Fall 2004. 

Our analyses revealed an overall similar pattern 
of positive relationships between the quality of 
programming and the achievement outcomes explored 
in this evaluation, regardless of English learner status 
or reading level starting in Fall 2004. Like the other 
children studied, the English learners benefited from 
higher-quality programming. Given the findings that 
the children furthest behind in reading and English 
learners gained more than did their counterparts, 
after-school program staff should continue to consider 
ways to target and enroll these children in the type of 
literacy-enriched programming utilized by CORAL. It 
is important, however, to keep in mind that the mix of 
English learners and English-proficient youth, as well 
as the mix of children of different reading levels in 
these programs, may be an important ingredient for a 
program’s success. 

  
a stronger sense of belonging to cORaL had the 
same positive association with changes in children’s 
reading attitudes as well as school attitudes and 
behaviors, regardless of english learner status,  
or how far behind in reading children were in  
Fall 2004.

Similar to the pattern for program quality and 
outcomes, regardless of English learner status or how 
far behind in reading children were in Fall 2004, their 
sense of belonging to CORAL — and not their level 
of participation — was related to positive change on 
the reading attitudes, school attitudes and behavior 
outcomes measured in the evaluation.

The findings from this evaluation, while not conclusive, 
suggest that English learners benefited from their 
participation in CORAL. It is important to note, 
however, as Chapter 3 describes, that staff felt they 
could be supported and trained to help English learners 
even more. Although English learners show similar 
increases in grade-level reading gains over the course 

of the evaluation period, they tend to remain further 
behind in reading, on average, compared to their 
English-proficient peers. Thus, improving program 
practices to benefit English learners even more is  
worth consideration. 

Additional benefits not captured by reading-level 
assessments, test scores or surveys, but observed by 
school staff and parents of CORAL children, are 
reported in the next section.

Other Benefits
While the founding idea of the CORAL initiative was 
to help improve children’s academic achievement, the 
children’s parents and staff at the schools they attended 
also identified additional areas that they hoped CORAL 
would address. Among these were exposure to books 
and to the English language and increased confidence in 
reading and school performance. This section presents 
information from surveys of parents and interviews 
with school staff describing how these constituents felt 
the program had benefited CORAL children.

parents’ views of cORaL
As discussed in Chapter 2, a survey of parents in 
Spring 2006 indicated that they enrolled their children 
in CORAL for a variety of reasons, including to 
improve their grades in school, improve their social 
skills and have them gain more exposure to English. 
As shown in Figure 3, parents who responded to the 
survey (both those whose children still participated in 
CORAL and those whose children no longer attended) 
overwhelmingly felt that CORAL fulfilled these goals 
for enrollment. Over 90 percent of parents reported 
they “agree” or “strongly agree” when asked whether 
CORAL had helped their children’s academics, 
behavior, social skills and English abilities.

While almost all parents reported satisfaction in these 
areas, those parents whose children had stopped 
attending CORAL were slightly less satisfied than those 
whose children were still enrolled. For example, 98 
percent of parents whose children still attended — as 
compared with 91 percent whose children no longer 
attended — reported that CORAL helped their children 
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What Did CORAL Cost?

do better in school. Even with these lower levels of 
satisfaction, however, 88 percent of parents whose 
children stopped attending CORAL agreed with each 
of the statements. 

In focus groups conducted in Spring 2005, parents 
were able to share their thoughts on CORAL and its 
work with their children. In these focus groups, as in 
the survey, most parents agreed that CORAL helped 
their children succeed in school. In discussion, however, 
they were able to provide more detail, with many 
parents explaining that their children had developed 
more responsible study habits, taken greater interest in 
schoolwork and become more confident in their abilities 
at school.62

impressions of school staff
School staff spoke about a number of different areas in 
which they believed the CORAL program had helped 
the children. Because specific questions were asked 
about the role of the literacy portion of the program, 
teachers and principals talked most explicitly about 
the difference they saw in literacy-related outcomes 
among the children who attended CORAL. Overall, 

when CORAL was working well, school staff felt that 
children got to talk and practice oral language skills, 
hear stories and build confidence for the school day. 
Staff noted that the children were reading more and 
enjoying reading. Staff also felt that CORAL played an 
important role in providing increased opportunities for 
the children to be exposed to vocabulary and ways of 
talking about stories that made them more self-assured 
when those topics were part of their school-day lessons. 
In addition to the benefits school staff observed related 
to oral language and reading, they also mentioned 
social benefits of participating in CORAL. For example, 
staff described that children were able to learn how to 
get along better with one another. 

Children who participated in CORAL benefited —  
particularly those who were exposed to higher-quality 
literacy programming and who felt more strongly 
engaged. The following chapter discusses the costs 
associated with providing CORAL after-school 
programming, including the investments in developing 
the kind of program quality that was associated with 
positive outcomes for the children who attended. 
 

Figure 3: parents’ views of how cORaL helped their children

100% 

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Based on 501 parent surveys gathered in Spring 2006.

do better  
in school

Better  
behaved

stay out  
of trouble

Like school 
better

get along 
better with 

other children

Feel better  
about them-
selves as a 

student

Read better 
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Across the country, public investments in after-school 
programs have never been greater, but a review 
of the recent literature reveals a lack of up-to-date 
information about the programs’ typical costs and even 
less information about the costs of creating a high-
quality program.63 While this evaluation did not include 
an exhaustive cost study, research on the CORAL 
initiative can contribute to this important discussion. 
Cost information was gathered from basic budgets of 
four of the CORAL cities and through interviews of 
staff about fundraising, budgeting and sustainability.64 
This chapter uses those data to present an overview of 
CORAL’s funding sources and expenditures during the 
initiative’s first two years of providing balanced literacy 
programming. In particular, the chapter addresses  
these questions:
•	 What	were	CORAL’s	major	sources	of	funding?
•	 What	were	the	average	costs	of	operating	CORAL?
•	 What	was	the	average	cost	per	day	for	each	youth	

who attended?
•	 What	were	the	major	expenses	at	the	site	and	 

city levels? 
•	 Which	expenses	directly	contributed	to	the	quality	

of the programming?

Before turning to findings, it is important to note that 
the costs presented in this chapter, like many cost 
analyses of after-school programs, are estimates. The 
findings are based primarily on a one-time cost survey 
in which the cities described their budgets, staff salaries 
and funding sources. This approach gathered basic cost 
information, but also had limitations. First, it required 
comparing costs across four cities, even though the 
cities sometimes organized their budgets in different 
ways and accounted for costs differently. Second, some 
cost estimates, such as the value of volunteer time  
or the use of school space, are beyond the scope  
of this study. 

Finally, all of the after-school programs included in this 
analysis were school-based, preventing any conclusions 
about the comparable costs of community-based after-
school programs. Even given these limitations, the 
available information provides a useful estimate of the 
costs of operating CORAL over two years as well as an 
indicator of how these funds were distributed among 
various programmatic needs.

cORaL’s Funding sources
CORAL programming was supported using various 
strategies. All sites used grants as well as in-kind 
donations. 

monetary Funding
The CORAL initiative was founded and, at least 
through the period of this evaluation, primarily 
funded by The James Irvine Foundation. The 
Foundation began by funding a planning stage, in 
which community organizations in each city worked 
together to develop partnerships, create curricula and 
program structures, and determine program sites. 
It then provided each city with a six-year grant for 
operations, initially for $2 million per year. The grant 
amount was gradually reduced over the years so that 
by 2005–2006, each city was receiving approximately 
$1.2 to $1.4 million, reflecting the intention to create a 
sustainable funding model with the target of supporting 
600 children at $2,000 per child — a cost more in line 
with other available funding sources. 

Irvine’s significant investment allowed the CORAL 
cities, especially in their initial years, to focus on 
providing high-quality programming rather than on 
issues of fundraising or sustainability. In 2005–2006, 
Irvine funding accounted for approximately 80 percent 
of CORAL’s support across the four cities.
Though one city raised a small amount in private 
donations, almost all other funding came from 
public sources, generally through grants awarded 
to school districts and then distributed to CORAL 
for programming in the district. Two cities received 
funding through the federal 21st Century Community 
Learning Center grants for after-school programs, 
ranging from about $300,000 to $600,000. Both of 
these cities also received funding from state sources: 
one for $200,000 from CalWorks (a state program 
that reimburses after-school programs for providing 
services to eligible low-income youth) and the other 
for $90,000 from California’s After School Education 
and Safety program (ASES).65 A third city required 
two of its schools that joined the initiative after startup 
to contribute $50,000 each (monies the schools had 
received as part of their after-school program dollars) to 
the costs of running CORAL. 
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Three of the CORAL cities also hoped that the  
federal Supplemental Educational Services (SES) 
program — which provides funding for tutoring 
services for children in eligible schools (a provision 
of No Child Left Behind) — would be an additional 
source of funds,66  but as of 2005–2006 it proved to  
be only a minor source of these cities’ overall funding.67 

in-Kind donations
In-kind donations represented another important 
CORAL resource. All of the cities were successful 
in obtaining some relatively small in-kind donations, 
such as tickets to amusement parks or books to be 
distributed as gifts, that allowed them to offer “extras” 
at their programs that would not have fit in their 
budgets. Two cities were successful at obtaining larger-
scale donations, such as regular donations of snacks, 
in one case worth $200,000. One city partnered with 
other organizations (the YMCA and AmeriCorps) to 
provide site staff, enabling some team leader positions 
to be funded through these partnerships. Another city 
also partnered with a local organization to provide 
enrichment activities — a service that all of the other 
CORAL sites paid for — free of charge at one site.

By far the most significant in-kind donation for all of 
the cities was the use of school facilities. In 2005–2006, 
all four CORAL cities detailed in this chapter operated 
their programs solely in schools, thus freeing them 
from buying or renting program space (beyond their 
central offices). All of the schools allowed CORAL 
to use classrooms and cafeterias free of charge; most 
also provided janitorial services to clean the spaces 
at the end of each afternoon, and some schools even 
provided transportation for CORAL participants 
at the end of the afternoon. These arrangements 
were accompanied by frequent negotiations and 
compromises — for example, over exactly which 
classrooms were available — but saved the CORAL 
programs a significant amount of money. This was a 
key advantage of operating programs within a school 
rather than a community-based setting.

What did it cost to Run cORaL?
Between the Irvine grant and funding from  
secondary sources, the CORAL cities each spent 
between $1,447,613 and $1,776,890 during the 2005–
2006 program year, with an average of $1,612,055  
per city (see Table 18). Since in-kind donations 
represented a significant portion of some cities’ 
budgets, it is useful to include the monetary equivalent 
of major donations — including donations of books, 
snacks and staff — in the overall spending calculations. 
When these items are included, the budgets increase 
to an average of $1,708,932 per city, ranging from 
$1,456,045 to $1,808,592.68  

Multiple factors contributed to the range in spending 
across cities, including, for example, variations in 
number of children served, number of days open per 
year, number of staff, size of staff salaries, types of 
enrichment activities offered and the local cost of living. 
To account for two of these factors — differences in 
number of children served and number of days the 
program was open during the year — and develop a 
more consistent way to compare costs across programs, 
we calculated a unit cost, which represents the price of 
serving each child who attended each afternoon. 

In 2005–2006, the CORAL cities had an average unit 
cost of $19.92 (including both cash funding and in-
kind donations).69 In other words, the programs spent 
about $20 on each child who attended any afternoon, 
or about $6.25 per hour. Across the cities, this unit cost 
ranged from a low of $11.39 to a high of $33.10, with 
the range likely reflecting differences in the number 
of hours per day the programs were open, salaries, 
the staff-to-youth ratios and the number of outside 
enrichment providers hired.

How do these costs compare to spending on other 
after-school programs, or the funding typically available 
to after-school programs? Such comparisons are 
extremely difficult to make and necessarily require 
caution. Beyond the difficulty of comparing programs 
that potentially offer different activities, are of varying 
quality and have different goals, there is no standard 
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methodology for calculating program cost.70 For 
example, in a study of another social service field 
(mental health care), researchers found that calculated 
unit cost could range from $108 to $538 per hour 
for the same program, depending on what analysis 
methods were used.71 

Given these cautions, a rough comparison of after-
school costs reveals that the CORAL unit cost 
(approximately $20) is in line with those found in 
evaluations of other after-school programs. Three 
evaluations of other after-school programs conducted 
between 2000 and 2002, for example, calculated 
average unit costs at $15, $16 and $27 per day.72 Most 
public sources of after-school funding would need to be 
supplemented to meet these levels. In California,  
the After School Education and Safety program —  
the largest source of public after-school funding in the 
state — offers $7.50 per child per day plus a required 
$2.50 match from programs. The 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers, for which each state 
awards grants at its discretion, the average annual 
funding per child is $1,000 — or $7 to $8 per day,  
per child for a typical school year.73 

components of cORaL costs
The CORAL initiative operated at multiple levels: Each 
program site was located within a citywide organization, 
which itself was part of a statewide network. Operations 
at the site and city levels involved particular staff 
and activities, accompanied by specific costs. Despite 
occasional overlap — a site staff member, for example, 

may have participated in fundraising for the whole 
city — most costs can be distinguished by level and 
are examined below in this way. Statewide costs are 
discussed in the final section of this chapter.

site-Level costs
On average, 56 percent of each CORAL city’s 
expenditures (including those covered through both 
cash and in-kind donations) was directed to site-level 
costs.74 These expenditures maintained day-to-day 
operations at the sites, including salaries for site 
staff, program materials, snacks and, in some cases, 
transportation for participants (see Table 19). Staff 
salaries and benefits were by far the largest component 
of site-level expenses, constituting between 76 percent 
and 96 percent of all site-level costs. 

These site staff salaries went primarily to team leaders 
and site coordinators and, in smaller amounts, to 
contracts with enrichment providers. There was relative 
consistency in the responsibilities of team leaders across 
CORAL sites — including preparing for and leading 
literacy lessons, planning and leading enrichment 
lessons at least a few times a week and generally 
supervising a group of youth. Cities varied slightly in 
the hourly wages they paid team leaders, with wages 
near $9 or $10 per hour in three cities and $14 per hour 
in the fourth.

In contrast to the consistency among team leader roles, 
the responsibilities of site coordinators varied widely 
across the state. All site coordinators acted as “after 

aveRage

$1,708,932

$1,612,055

     $96,877

 $19.92 

37.4

  4.7

487

Range

$1,456,045–$1,808,592
 

 $1,447,613–$1,776,890 
 

$8,432–$327,000
 
 

$11.39–$33.10 
 

33–45.8 weeks

4–5 days

260–871 children

table 18. Overall and per-child expenses for Four cORaL cities, 2005–2006

total cORaL Budget

Cash funding 

In-kind donations  
(staff, book, and snack donations only) 

per diem spending per child

Number of weeks program is open

Number of days per week program is open

Number of children served each day program is open
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total site–Level costs

Salaries and benefits

Snacks 

Books and other supplies 

Transportation 

total city–Level costs

Salaries and benefits 

Facilities

Supplies and communications 

Accounting and insurance 

Conferences and workshops

Other

school principals” for their sites, supervising team 
leaders, handling any behavior or emergency issues 
that arose with the CORAL children, communicating 
with parents and generally taking responsibility for 
the success of each day. But site coordinator positions 
varied significantly in the amount of training they 
were expected to prepare and lead, their responsibility 
for data collection and entry, their involvement in 
scheduling and supervising outside providers, and 
their responsibility in managing site budgets. In some 
cities, these duties were assigned to site coordinators 
while, in others, they were assigned to staff at city-level 
management positions. Accordingly, site coordinator 
salaries ranged from hourly wages of $15 paid only 
during the months of program operation (42 weeks a 
year, or an equivalent of about $19,000 a year) to full-
time, year-round salaries of $35,000 to $50,000. 

city-Level costs
The remainder of the CORAL cities’ budgets—  
approximately 44 percent — was spent for city-level 
operations. These costs included executive and 
administrative staff salaries, as well as materials and 
activities that contributed to the quality, consistency and 
sustainability of the program across the city (excluding 
funding limited to any one site). The biggest component 

of city-level costs was salaries, in this case for positions 
such as executive directors, literacy directors and 
operations directors. Other significant expenditures at 
this level included facilities (for the central CORAL 
office space in each city), insurance, and upkeep on 
technology and other office-related equipment. 

investing in Quality
Initially, spending 44 percent on city-level costs 
may seem high, especially given the desire of many 
funders to see as large a percentage of their grants as 
possible go directly to programs.75 California’s After 
School Education and Safety initiative, for example, 
allows only 15 percent of its funding to support such 
costs (though grantees may use additional funding 
accessed through other sources). The CORAL 
programs, however, found that many of these city-
level expenditures were essential for supporting staff 
positions and other costs directly related to improving 
the quality of programming at each site. For example, 
an average of 16 percent of these city-level costs 
supported the work of the literacy director or director 
of curriculum, and another 2 percent went directly to 
training supplies or fees. These expenditures put the 
CORAL programs in a stronger position to provide 
participants with quality activities.76 In fact, executive 

aveRage

$965,274 

86%

  9%

  4%

  1%

$743,658

71%

  9%

  5%

  5%

  2%

  8%

Range

$674,836–$1,190,040

76%–96%

0%–19%

3%–7%

0%–2%

$618,553–$851,689

62%–78%

6%–14%

4%–6%

1%–12%

1%–4%

1%–14%

table 19. cORaL costs at the site and city Levels
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staff noted that their ability to devote resources to these 
kinds of expenses was an important benefit of the  
Irvine grant. Staff were concerned that, as they 
transitioned to other sources of funding that might  
not provide this type of support, the quality of 
programming could suffer. 

In fact, as noted in Chapter 4, improvement in the 
quality of the literacy programming seen between Year 
One and Year Two appeared to be directly related 
to the investments cities made in key staff positions, 
training and monitoring, and books for independent 
reading. The approximate cost associated with each of 
these investments in quality is estimated as follows:
•	 Hiring a literacy director. Essential to program 

quality, especially early in implementation, was the 
hiring of a literacy director at an average salary of 
$42,300. Literacy directors were selected for their 
experience in literacy instruction and were primarily 
responsible for staff training and monitoring. 

•	 Time for training and monitoring. Beyond 
the literacy director’s salary, program quality 
improvement required an investment in staff 
time and materials for training and monitoring. 
This generally consisted of one or two weeks of 
initial training for all staff, followed by ongoing 
monthly trainings that lasted from two to five hours 
each. Considering the range in staff salaries and 
the number of staff at each city, training added 
approximately $20,000 to $93,000 to cities’  
budgets — in order to pay for site coordinators 
and team leaders to attend. In other words, an 
average of 3 percent of all salary costs was devoted 
to training time. In addition, the cities reported 
spending an average of about $12,000 on additional 
related costs, such as training materials. 

 
 Trainings were most successful when paired with 

on-site monitoring and coaching. In all cities, 
the literacy director (or literacy direction team, 
in one city) was ultimately responsible for these 
observations. Most spent between two and four 
afternoons a week conducting observations at 
the sites. In two cases, the cities hired educational 
liaisons, usually teachers from the school, to 
conduct observations and coaching on site. Salaries 
for these staff ranged from $14,000 to $20,000; costs 

ranged based on the number of educational liaisons 
hired and the hours per week they worked. All 
cities also required site coordinators to observe and 
coach team leaders as a supplement to observations 
made by literacy directors and educational liaisons. 
Though site coordinators were constantly moving 
in and out of classrooms to informally supervise 
staff, they were generally responsible for one full 
observation per week of an entire 90-minute lesson. 
This observation time, plus time spent documenting 
the observation and debriefing with the team leader, 
corresponded to an average of approximately 
$1,400 of the site coordinator’s salary per site, per 
program year.

•	 Books for independent reading. A sufficient supply 
of books was critical for engaging children during 
20 to 30 minutes of independent reading time, 
three to four afternoons a week. In 2004–2005, the 
first year that all the programs provided balanced 
literacy activities, the cities spent an average of 
$41,680 on books (see Table 20). In order to 
supplement their libraries in the following year, they 
spent an average of $6,856 on books and received, 
on average, an additional $5,858 in donated books. 

 The cost of books in 2004–2005 represented  
3 percent of the programs’ overall budgets. 
Although in retrospect it seems apparent that 
a literacy program would require substantial 
numbers of books, many CORAL staff were 
surprised by just how expensive this component 
was. The cities took different approaches to 
meeting the need for independent reading books. 
Some invested in pre-packaged bins of books 
organized by reading level. In other cases, city 
leaders bought less expensive, non-packaged 
books, or received book donations — in either 
case, dedicating significant staff time to leveling 
and sorting them. Regardless of method, book 
costs and related staff time were substantial. Even 
so, at the end of 2005–2006, several team leaders 
continued to express a need for more books for 
program participants.
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More challenging to quantify are the costs associated 
with creating an environment in CORAL where youth 
experienced meaningful relationships with adults, 
felt supported and valued, and had a strong sense 
of belonging. The CORAL staffing structure, which 
provided one team leader who stayed with children 
for the entire afternoon, was likely a key component of 
this environment. Maintaining youth-to-staff ratios of 
12 to 20 children to one team leader was another key 
component. Additionally, continued investment in the 
variety of activities that CORAL offered — including 
enrichment, literacy, physical recreation and homework 
help — was likely an important contributor to the 
high rates of attendance and retention that CORAL 
achieved. While assigning a “cost value” to these factors 
is beyond the scope of this study, they are important 
factors to consider for programs that aim to successfully 
engage large numbers of children. 

initiative-Wide investments
Beyond site- and city-level costs, Irvine provided 
additional funding for the CORAL initiative as a whole 
at the statewide level, helping to lay the groundwork 
for quality program implementation in each city. These 
funds supported three critical areas, including the 
development of a management information system, 
provision of initiative-wide technical assistance, and 
rigorous observations of program quality with feedback 
given to the sites.

A major portion of the additional funding was used to 
develop the computerized management information 
system that enabled the CORAL cities to track 
enrollment demographics, participation trends and 
outcomes data — information that was critical to the 
programs’ ability to identify whom they were serving, 
where they were reaching goals for attendance, and the 
degree to which they were achieving other program 
goals. Developing this system in conjunction with city 
staff and training staff on using the system initially cost 
between $20,000 and $25,000 per city. 

In addition, approximately $140,000 supported 
technical assistance each year. One key investment for 
improving and monitoring program quality was the 
funding for a full-time senior P/PV program officer who 
regularly traveled to all five CORAL cities to conduct 
trainings, observe activities, provide feedback and 
generally support the literacy directors in improving 
program quality. This individual also hosted a yearly 
Literacy Summit convening all of the literacy directors 
for training and to share lessons from their cities. 

Finally, approximately $60,000 was invested in 
researchers’ time each year of the evaluation to 
conduct activity observations on a regular basis. 
Though conducted primarily for evaluation purposes, 
the observation process included the provision of 
feedback to the cities about the quality of programming 
observed. This proved especially useful early on in 
implementation when programs were not yet structured 
to regularly perform their own observations of their 
instructors. 

   
aveRage

$41,680

n/a
 

$6,856

$5,858

Range

$15,274–$66,446 

n/a
 

$1,680–$15,000

$0–$15,000

table 20. expenditures on Books for independent Reading across the Four cities 

2004–2005 

Bought by cities 

Donated to cities*

 2005–2006 

 Bought by cities 
 

Donated to cities

* Data are not available for 2004–2005 book donations.
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Although these funds were provided to an organization 
external to CORAL, similar programs may consider 
investments in the internal capacity or external support 
needed to develop, for example, a management 
information system, and to undertake other tasks that 
contribute to quality implementation, as demonstrated 
by CORAL.

This chapter has described the CORAL initiative’s 
funding sources and expenses, unit (per youth) cost, 
and steps that Irvine and the CORAL cities took to 
invest in quality programming after school. The next 
chapter brings together the lessons from this and the 
preceding chapters and offers some implications for 
policymakers and practitioners.
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The story that emerges from the evaluation of CORAL 
is that a well-structured academically oriented  
component — in this case, literacy — can be integrated 
into an existing after-school program relatively quickly, 
and that by focusing on consistent, high-quality 
implementation of literacy strategies, such a program 
can benefit the children who participate. The preceding 
chapters in this report document the size and scope 
of CORAL and the diversity of its participants, the 
quality of its programming and the factors that helped 
to enhance quality, the level of interest and engagement 
of children in the CORAL activities, and the links 
between quality, engagement and positive outcomes 
for children. This concluding chapter presents the main 
findings from the evaluation of the CORAL after-
school initiative during the two years of implementing 
its literacy component. The chapter also summarizes 
implications for policy, programs and research. 

summary of Findings from the  
two-Year evaluation of cORaL
The findings described in this report have been 
drawn from two years of data collection on literacy 
implementation and outcomes using a wide range of 
instruments that permit linking these data together 
and describing important patterns of relationships 
between the quality of programs, engagement and 
outcomes. The results of the study are informative 
for program designers, funders, researchers and 
policymakers — people who share an interest in 
making after-school programs as effective as possible 
for children. The children involved in CORAL 
represented great diversity in their ethnicity and 
language proficiency and also, to some degree, in  
their performance at school. This diversity adds 
dimension to an examination of the role of the after-
school program for different subgroups of youth, in 
particular English learners — a topic often missing  
in after-school research.77 

Key findings include:

children’s reading success was strongly related to 
programming quality; cORaL participants showed 
greater gains in grade-level reading and performed 
better on standardized tests when they were exposed 
to more consistent and higher-quality literacy 
activities.  

Results from the evaluation’s first year indicated greater 
gains over five months on the individualized reading 
assessment (.45 grade-levels in reading) for children 
exposed to consistent implementation of the balanced 
literacy strategies — read alouds, book discussions, 
independent reading, writing, vocabulary development 
and skill development activities — and higher-quality 
implementation of those strategies. In contrast, those 
children exposed to inconsistent or low-quality 
implementation of the literacy strategies gained just .26 
grade-levels in reading. 

In the second year of the evaluation, when almost all 
of the staff leading the activities had improved and 
were consistently using the literacy strategies, the 
average reading gain for all children in the sample 
(based on the individualized reading assessment) was 
.44 grade levels — comparable to the average gain of 
.45 for children exposed to higher-quality activities 
during Year One. Also in Year Two, children in 
groups where team leaders used stronger classroom 
practices (providing strong adult support, skilled group 
management, high-quality instruction, and help in 
making connections between the children’s lives and 
the books they were reading) in combination with 
more consistent and higher-quality implementation 
of the literacy strategies were more likely to have a 
positive outcome on the CST-ELA test. (A positive 
outcome was defined as moving from “far below basic” 
or “below basic” up to a higher level, or remaining 
“basic,” “proficient” or “advanced” from one year to 
the next.) 
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The evaluation design did not include a comparison 
group; therefore, it cannot be firmly concluded that the 
gains made by the CORAL youth are any different 
from what might be expected had they not taken part in 
the program. However, the finding that the quality and 
consistency with which CORAL instructors delivered 
the literacy programming are related to reading-level 
gains and improvement on the CST-ELA suggests 
that the program had some bearing on these gains. 
This finding is in keeping with a recent meta-analysis 
of the impact of after-school programs on social and 
personal outcomes (including academic performance), 
which found that programs that had an impact on 
children’s feeling and attitudes, indicators of behavioral 
adjustment and school performance shared a key 
characteristic: They were sequenced, active, focused 
and explicit (SAFE).78 CORAL’s literacy programming 
adhered to each of those practices. 

higher levels of engagement were related  
to positive changes in children’s attitudes  
toward reading as well as attitudes and  
behaviors in school.

Children’s engagement in CORAL, as measured by 
their sense of belonging, was an important contributor 
to changes in 10 of the 13 outcomes examined in the 
areas of reading attitudes, as well as school attitudes 
and behaviors. That is, the stronger the children’s sense 
of belonging to the program, the more likely they were 
to have a positive change in outcomes that included 
enjoyment of reading, liking and wanting to go to 
school, and time spent reading after school. (Children’s 
levels of participation in CORAL were not related to 
changes in these outcomes.)

Because children’s sense of belonging emerged as such 
a strong predictor of positive changes in outcomes, 
additional analyses were conducted to understand 
whether any of the observed program quality ratings 
(for example, the literacy strategies and classroom 
practices) might be associated with children developing 
a sense of belonging to the CORAL programs. But no 
such relationship was apparent. However, children’s 
perceptions of CORAL as a place with positive peer  

relationships (in other words, they liked the other 
children there, got to know them very well, and had a 
lot of friends there) and how safe they felt in CORAL 
(as measured in Fall 2004) were positively related to 
their sense of belonging (measured in 2006).

english learners and children far behind in  
reading showed similar gains when compared  
to their peers. 

This study provided important information on the role 
of after-school programs for English learners, a rapidly 
growing population in California and throughout the 
United States. Slightly more than half (53 percent) of 
the children in the CORAL study were identified as 
English learners, a greater proportion than documented 
in other studies of after-school programs.79 English 
learners gained as much as English-proficient children 
who had the same level of participation and were 
exposed to the same level of quality. 

Findings from this evaluation also demonstrate that 
an after-school program can benefit children who 
are far behind in reading. Children who were two 
or more grade levels behind in reading based on the 
individualized reading assessments gained just as much 
as their higher-achieving counterparts, over the same 
period of time. 

Without a comparison group, it is difficult to place 
these findings in context. However, previous studies 
have suggested that children from low-income families 
may fall further and further behind in reading between 
first and fourth grades.80 The CORAL experience offers 
promise in that the children who were most behind  
and those who were English learners kept pace in  
their gains.

Although English learners gained just as much as 
English-proficient youth did over the course of the 
evaluation, they started further behind — so programs 
can and should do more to decrease the gap. Interviews 
with school and program staff suggest that these 
professionals would welcome more training specific to 
working with English learners, including strategies for 
helping them during literacy activities.
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In addition to these promising outcomes for the 
children involved in CORAL, the evaluation 
also identified crucial program achievements and 
characteristics that laid the groundwork for the positive 
benefits participants derived. These include:

the quality of literacy programming was increased 
relatively quickly. By the end of the second year 
of implementation almost all (88 percent) of the 
literacy activities observed had reached a moderate 
level of quality. this was a key achievement, as 
quality was found to be related to children’s  
reading gains. 

In Fall 2004, the CORAL programs began the process 
of incorporating 60 to 90 minutes of literacy, three to 
four afternoons per week, into their existing array of 
enrichment and recreational activities. At the end of the 
first year of the evaluation, about one-third (36 percent) 
of the classrooms observed were reaching a moderate 
level of consistency and quality in implementation 
of the literacy program model. The CORAL city 
directors and staff drew on information from the first-
year evaluation, as well as lessons learned from their 
own experiences, as they developed approaches for 
improving the quality of their programming. Their 
efforts included having an effective literacy director in 
place, targeting trainings for team leaders, monitoring 
and coaching on a regular and ongoing basis, and 
focusing on strengthening the independent reading 
component of the balanced literacy lessons.81 By  
the end of the second year of balanced literacy 
implementation, 88 percent of the observed groups  
had achieved at least a moderate level of quality in  
their literacy programming. 

the cORaL program successfully served a 
diverse group of children (in terms of age, english 
proficiency and academic need) in large numbers 
and attained high levels of participation and 
engagement. 

Total CORAL enrollment statewide in the 2004–2005 
school year, when the evaluation began, was 5,321, 
ranging from 585 to 2,081 across the cities. Most 
youth served were elementary aged, and they came 
from varied backgrounds and cultures. The highest 
percentage were Latino/a (about 68 percent), followed 
by African American and Asian American children. 
Over half (53 percent) of CORAL children were 
designated English learners, and 89 percent of all 
participants were recipients of free or reduced-price 
lunch. According to their CST-ELA scores from Spring 
2004, only a small portion (16 percent) of the children 
met or exceeded the grade-level proficiency standards 
for reading. Of the sample explored in most depth in 
this evaluation, 50 percent were reading two or more 
grades below level, and an additional 20 percent were 
reading one grade below level.

Children attended CORAL an average of 110.3 days 
over the 2005–2006 school year or an average of 3.0 
days per week (for an over arching average attendance 
rate of 73 percent of the days the program was open). 
Overall, 69.3 percent attended more than 75 days 
during the year. 

These attendance rates appear particularly strong when 
compared to other studies of after-school programs. A 
first-year evaluation of the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers, for example, found that children 
attended an average of 58.3 days over the year, and 
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only 16.9 percent attended more than 75 days of 
programming.82 A review of 73 after-school programs 
found 11 programs with youth attendance ranging 
from 15 percent to 26 percent, and an additional three 
programs with attendance ranging between 26 and 
50 percent.83 The remaining programs did not have 
available attendance data.

Beyond rates of attendance, the findings suggest that 
children were highly engaged in CORAL. Positive 
adult-youth relationships and a strong sense of 
belonging to CORAL appear to be strengths of the 
program. Almost all children (97 percent) reported that 
there was at least one adult at CORAL who supported 
them and whom they could talk to, and 73 percent 
indicated that there were two or more such adults. 
More than 85 percent of children agreed that staff in 
literacy activities paid attention to and cared about 
them. More generally, CORAL seemed to be a safe 
space for children where, in addition to feeling cared 
for, they felt comfortable, successful and involved. 
About 90 percent of children indicated that they felt 
safe at CORAL. Almost three-quarters (71 percent) 
reported that they felt a sense of belonging to CORAL. 

cORaL demonstrated that after-school programs can 
provide dynamic and fun programming that blends 
academics and enrichment activities in a way that 
is beneficial to children and meets the needs of its 
other constituents, including parents and schools. 

CORAL was designed to meet multiple needs: to help 
boost the academic achievement of children who were 
struggling in their efforts to learn to read, to provide 
them with enriching experiences that they might not 
otherwise have access to and to let them have fun.

Overwhelmingly, parents indicated that they enrolled 
their children in CORAL to help them do better in 
school; and, according to reports from parents, the 
program was meeting that goal. Over 90 percent of 
parents (98 percent of those with children still enrolled 
and 91 percent of those with children no longer 
attending) indicated that CORAL helped their children 
do better in school. 

Schools, under pressure to increase the academic 
standing of their students, were interested in after-school 
literacy programming, but the enrichment activities 
were also of particular importance to them because 
many of the schools lacked time during the school day 
or money in their budgets for activities such as art, 
music or dance. CORAL provided an array of literacy, 
homework help, enrichment and physical education 
activities to meet these interests and needs. 

Overall, the children responded relatively positively to 
the CORAL programming, with almost three-quarters 
saying they liked literacy activities, and close to 90 
percent rating enrichment and physical activities that 
high. In interviews, staff identified the importance 
they placed on making literacy programming fun for 
children. They did so by finding and reading books that 
the children were interested in, having conversations 
about the books and drawing connections between the 
stories read and the children’s lives. 

Although this study gathered the most in-depth 
information on the quality of balanced literacy 
programming, the discussion of CORAL can be taken 
as a case study illustrating that academic content can 
be delivered in a way that motivates participation and 
retention and that helps support positive outcomes for 
program participants.

costs for providing cORaL’s combined academic and 
enrichment program (just under an estimated $20 
per day for each child in attendance) were similar to 
those of other after-school programs. 

Results from a survey of staff in four of the CORAL 
cities84 about costs associated with running the CORAL 
program suggest an average per diem per child cost 
of slightly under $20. This figure takes into account 
site-level costs along with administrative and oversight 
costs incurred by the cities’ lead agencies. It also takes 
into account city-level (and, to a lesser extent, site-
level) costs directly related to investments in providing 
quality literacy programming — including the expenses 
associated with hiring a literacy director, training 
team leaders, monitoring the quality of instruction, 
and obtaining an adequate number of books for 
independent reading. 
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The costs of CORAL are in keeping with costs 
associated with several other large-scale after-school 
programs; however, they are greater than the cost 
per diem provided by public funding. For example, 
21st Century funding provides approximately $1,000 
per child per year, or $7 or $8 per day. California 
Proposition 49 funding, which has recently become 
available, offers $7.50 per day plus a required $2.50 
match from individual programs.85 

Beyond these site- and city-level costs, The James 
Irvine Foundation provided additional funding at the 
statewide level (for the CORAL initiative as a whole) 
that helped lay the groundwork for implementing 
a high-quality program in each city. A significant 
portion of the additional funding was used to develop 
a computerized management information system to 
enable the CORAL cities’ staff to track enrollment 
(for example, demographic data), participation trends 
and outcomes data — information that was critical for 
the programs to be able to identify whom they were 
serving, where they were reaching goals for attendance, 
and the degree to which they were achieving other 
program goals. Developing this system in conjunction 
with city-level staff, and training staff on use of the 
system initially cost between $20,000 and $25,000 per 
city. Initiative-level funding also included approximately 
$140,000 for technical assistance-related expenses 
during each of the first two years of implementing 
the literacy component, and $60,000 per year for 
researchers’ time in conducting observations of the 
literacy lessons on a regular basis and providing 
feedback to the sites.

implications for programs,  
Research and policy
The information learned from the CORAL evaluation 
also has important implications for the after-school field, 
including practitioners, those who research after-school 
programs with the goal of improving their quality and 
outcomes, and the policy community interested in the 
potential of after-school programs to provide children 
with enriching experiences and academic support. A 
number of key lessons emerge:

 
When considering cORaL’s success in promoting 
gains in literacy, it is important to keep in mind that 
these results are likely the product of a “mixed” 
program that combined quality literacy instruction 
with enrichment activities and homework help. 

While a comprehensive assessment of the quality of 
the non-literacy programming and its link to children’s 
outcomes was beyond the scope of this report, 
key stakeholders — including participating youth, 
their parents and school staff — viewed CORAL’s 
enrichment programming as an important factor in 
engaging children in the program. And, children’s 
engagement in CORAL was related to positive changes 
in their attitudes toward reading as well as their 
attitudes and behaviors in school. 

At the same time, enrichment programming, while 
clearly a critical element of CORAL, did not receive 
the same level of attention or funding in each city 
during the time frame of this evaluation. While some 
cities continued to use outside community-based 
organizations to plan and lead activities, others had 
their team leaders provide enrichment programming. 
In either circumstance, non-literacy programming did 
not receive the same type of monitoring and support as 
literacy programming, and its quality is less certain. As 
a result, the CORAL directors acknowledged that they 
need to turn their attention to enrichment activities. 
Presumably, the same strategies that promoted higher-
quality literacy programming (including training, 
monitoring and coaching) can be applied to enrichment 
programming as well.

Thus, other program sites interested in adopting the 
CORAL approach are advised to take similar care to 
ensure that the literacy programming is embedded in a 
broader context of enrichment programming. 

 



page  63  |  ins ight :  advanc ing  ach ievement

chapteR  8 :  cOncLUs iOn

increasing the quality of a targeted literacy 
component is clearly possible, but requires focused 
effort. program staff’s access to crucial data on 
program quality and practices, and the ways in 
which they were able to use that information for 
program improvement, were critical components  
of their success. 

The increase in quality achieved by the CORAL cities 
between Year One and Year Two was crucial to the 
reading gains achieved by participating youth. Getting 
to this level of quality, and doing it so quickly, was 
a process driven by data. Program administrators 
had access to data from observations and Year One 
evaluation findings that revealed a correlation between 
quality and outcomes, providing them with crucial 
direction for program improvement and the evidence 
necessary to convince key stakeholders (including 
parents and school administrators) of the importance  
of these changes. 
 
By the second year of evaluation, all the cities had 
invested in factors that the first-year evaluation findings 
suggested led to better quality. Perhaps most crucially, 
the evaluation spotlighted the importance of the role 
played by the literacy director in providing initial and 
ongoing training to site staff about successful literacy 
strategies, in regular monitoring of on-the-ground 
programming, and in coaching to help support the 
team leaders and site coordinators. City directors used 
this information to more clearly define and strengthen 
the literacy director’s role, to develop improved and 
targeted training, and to implement consistent program 
monitoring followed up with feedback and coaching. 

The evaluation also highlighted the importance of the 
independent reading time and of having a large enough 
volume and variety of books for children to read. As a 
result, CORAL programs invested in more books for 
the children. In addition, CORAL city directors built 
on this strategy of using data to help identify strengths 
and weaknesses of program implementation. By the 
second year of evaluation, program staff began to make 
the transition to generating their own observation data 
so they could continue to identify and address gaps in 

the consistency and quality of the literacy activities. All 
of these things were resource intensive both in terms of 
dollars and staff time. However, they all led to stronger 
programming during the second year of implementation 
of literacy activities. 

The after-school field is in a state of expansion. In 
California alone, due to the influx of Proposition 49 
dollars, an estimated 10,000 new after-school positions 
exist. Given the level of funding, these positions are 
likely to be filled by staff similar in background and 
experience to CORAL team leaders. The training and 
support of such staff is a critical issue. Lessons from 
the CORAL experience are particularly timely. They 
offer insight into promising approaches for professional 
development and support. Further, the CORAL 
strategies that served to elevate the quality of literacy 
programming may be likely to produce positive results 
when applied to other youth-serving programs.86 

the fact that english learners achieved academic 
gains in equal measure to other children in the 
program deserves particular attention. in the current 
environment of scarce resources for academic 
support, and the evolving demographic profile  
of the children in this country, these results take  
on added significance.
 
Since they started further behind in their English 
literacy skills, it is particularly noteworthy that English 
learners gained just as much as English-proficient youth 
through their participation in the CORAL program. 
Other after-school programs may consider ways to 
increase English learner access to their programs, if 
they are not already encouraging these children to 
participate.

In considering this, however, it is important to note that 
the findings from this study do not support the idea 
that the CORAL approach be directed exclusively at 
English learners. The CORAL classes were comprised 
of children with a mix of language backgrounds and 
achievement levels. While outside the scope of this 
study, it is likely that participants in the CORAL 
program may have benefited from experiencing 
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Endnotes

programming with other children of diverse abilities 
and characteristics. It may, then, also be important 
to avoid using the CORAL approach as an overly 
targeted intervention, and instead consider its utility as 
an approach that benefits a wide variety of children.

the accumulation of results from this evaluation  
is promising but not conclusive. Future experimental 
design studies of programs that focus on this 
population of children, reach a moderate to high 
level of quality in implementing this type of literacy 
programming, and garner similarly high rates of 
participation and engagement would constitute an 
important addition to the body of knowledge on 
after-school program effectiveness.

The findings from this study suggest that quality and 
engagement are important for promoting positive 
outcomes across all subgroups of children. Higher-
quality programming was consistently related to better 
reading performance outcomes, and children’s sense of 
belonging was related to positive change on 10 of the 
13 outcomes measured regarding their attitudes toward 
reading and attitudes toward and behavior in school.

Because the study does not have a comparison group, it 
is possible that motivational factors related to children’s 
involvement in or sense of belonging to CORAL may 
be linked to the positive gains documented. Despite 
the lack of a comparison group, however, the findings 
point to important associations worth exploring in more 
depth via future research.

Final thoughts
The CORAL initiative was launched in 1999 with 
the aim of increasing the odds of academic success for 
youth in low-income, poor-performing school districts 
in five cities in California. The demographics reflect 
many communities in California and in other states 
across the country: ethnically diverse children, over 
half designated English learners, with parents who 
wanted their children to succeed in school but reported 
that they themselves did not have the educational 
background to feel comfortable helping their children 
with academics.

The initiative’s transition to a balanced literacy 
approach emerged amid a larger transition in the after-
school field, in which practitioners and policymakers 
are reevaluating the role of the after-school hours 
and becoming more attuned to the importance of 
high-quality programming and engagement among 
participants. Consequently, the evaluation of CORAL 
provides important guidance from a programmatic 
standpoint and from a public policy perspective. An 
understanding of the ways in which CORAL has 
engaged children in quality programming, and the 
relationship of those factors to academic outcomes, 
has drawn further attention to the potential role for 
after-school programs in the ongoing drive to improve 
children’s academic achievement. And, increasingly, as 
researchers identify and examine effective practices for 
after-school programs, studies such as this one will be 
needed to determine if programs can equally benefit 
children, regardless of their differences in cultural, 
language and educational backgrounds.
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appendiX a: methOdOLOgY  
and data cOLLectiOn
 
P/PV’s evaluation of CORAL over the 2004–2005 and 
2005–2006 school years involved several components: 
1) a baseline youth survey administered in Fall 2004 
to a sample of third- and fourth-grade CORAL 
participants, with a follow-up survey administered in 
Spring 2006 when the children were in fourth- and fifth- 
grades; 2) an Informal Reading Inventory administered 
one-on-one in the Fall and Spring of each evaluation 
year to the same sample of surveyed children, and 
also to an additional group of fourth- and fifth-grade 
children in the second year of the study; 3) systematic 
observations of CORAL programming for those 
children in the intensive study sample over the course 
of each school year; 4) a survey of the parents of those 
children in Year Two of the evaluation; 5) a survey 
administered to all CORAL staff; 6) a management 
information system for tracking enrollment and 
attendance completed by all CORAL sites; 7) 
standardized test scores gathered from the school 
districts for all CORAL participants with permission 
to be in the study; and 8) site visit interviews with staff 
and focus groups with parents. This appendix describes 
each research element in detail. 

The staff survey and management information system 
data collection were implemented at all CORAL sites 
across the state. In order to collect sufficient data to 
gain an in-depth understanding of activity quality and 
outcomes questions, however, much of the research 
focused on a sample of four or five intensive research 
sites in each CORAL city (each of the CORAL cities 
hosted four to twelve sites each year) for a total of 
23 intensive research sites in Year One and 21 in 
Year Two. Within these intensive research sites, the 
evaluation focused on third- and fourth-graders in Year 
One and fourth- and fifth-graders in Year Two. 

Youth survey
P/PV contracted with the firm Population Research 
Systems (PRS) to administer the Youth Survey as well 
as the Independent Reading Inventory (see below). 
PRS researchers were trained to administer the survey 
consistently across the state. For the third-graders, 
researchers read the survey questions out loud to 
individual youth and recorded their answers. For the 
fourth- and fifth-graders, researchers read the questions 
out loud to small groups of four or five youth, and 
youth recorded their own answers. The survey lasted 
approximately 20 minutes, and youth received small 
gifts for their participation.

At the time the survey was administered, October 
to December 2004, P/PV had received completed 
permission forms from parents of 762 CORAL  
third- and fourth-graders. Of those, 738 parents  
(97 percent) agreed to allow their child to participate  
in the evaluation. Of those children with permission, 
635 were randomly selected to be included in the youth 
survey and reading assessment cohort (approximately 
125 per city). The final cohort of children surveyed  
in Year One included 515 youth: 280 third-graders  
and 235 fourth-graders. 

The survey was administered to the same group of 
children in Spring 2006, and children were contacted 
and asked to complete the survey whether or not 
they remained in the CORAL program, with the 
following exception: Of the 515 children in the initial 
survey cohort, 67 were not followed because three 
sites no longer ran CORAL programs in Year Two 
of the evaluation, bringing the total we attempted to 
follow to 448. Of those 448 children, 379 (85 percent) 
completed follow-up surveys in Spring 2006. Data 
reported in Chapter 5 are from this sample of children. 
For a smaller sample of children who have both Time 
1 and Time 2 surveys, (the number ranges from just 
over 300 to just over 350, depending on the analysis), 
reliable enrollment and attendance information is also 
available. This group is the focus of the analysis linking 
engagement and participation to outcomes. 
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The survey questions covered key aspects of program 
experience and developmental outcomes of interest 
in this study, including sense of safety, social support 
from adults and peers, and interesting activities. 
Additionally, several questions addressed youth’s 
attitudes toward reading and school, including their 
enjoyment of reading, sense of efficacy as readers, and 
effort and interest in school. A number of constructs 
were created based on a series of questions asked on 
the youth survey; these constructs were adapted from 
previous studies of youth-serving organizations. For 
example, adult support, sense of belonging, and interest 
in activities were adapted from Gambone and Arbreton, 
1997. Scales for reading efficacy and liking reading were 
created by the Developmental Studies Center, and used 
in evaluations of Kidzlit. The constructs include:
•	 CORAL Adult Support (alpha=.80) — four 

statements about the number of adults at CORAL 
who are available: “How many adults [at CORAL] 
pay attention to what’s going on in your life?”

•	 CORAL Belonging (alpha=.79) — three 
statements that assess whether the youth feels that 
he or she belongs and is engaged: “I feel like I 
belong here [at CORAL].”

•	 CORAL Interesting Activities (alpha=.66) — 
four statements about whether the youth perceives 
the activities as interesting and new: “I get a chance  
to do a lot of new things.” 

•	 CORAL Positive Peers (alpha=.70) — three 
statements about whether the youth has friends  
at CORAL: “I get to know other kids really well 
here [at CORAL].”

•	 School Liking (alpha=.77) — three statements 
that focus on how youth feel about school:  
“In general, I like school a lot.”

•	 Reading Efficacy (alpha=.73) — five statements 
about how comfortable youth are with their ability 
to read: “I’m very good at reading.” and “Reading 
is easy for me.”

	•	 Reading Liking (alpha=.83) — six statements  
that examine the extent to which the youth enjoys 
reading: “Reading is one of my favorite things  
to do.”

The response set for the statements that comprise 
CORAL Adult Support was 0, signifying “no adults,” 
to 5, signifying “5 or more adults at CORAL.” The 
response set for the statements that comprise the other 
constructs was a five-point Likert-type rating scale, 
from 1, indicating “strongly disagree,” to 5, indicating 
“strongly agree.” 

informal Reading inventory
In Fall 2004 (mid-October to mid-December) and 
Spring 2005 (mid-April to mid-May), PRS researchers 
administered the Jerry L. Johns Basic Reading 
Inventory (an informal reading inventory or IRI) to the 
sample of third- and fourth-graders at CORAL research 
sites who had also completed youth surveys (plus five 
children who had not completed the survey). The 
inventory is a means for assessing reading-level gains 
over time. The assessment has three components. First, 
the children were asked to read aloud from graded 
word lists as researchers recorded how many words 
were read accurately. Second, the children were given a 
series of short passages to read aloud. While each child 
read, researchers took notes on “significant” miscues: 
that is, errors that seriously altered the passage or 
sentence meaning, such as skipped words. Finally, after 
each passage, youth were asked to answer between five 
and ten comprehension questions based on what they 
had just read as researchers recorded their responses. 
The assessment took approximately 20 to 30 minutes 
per child to complete and score.
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PRS researchers met one-on-one with youth 
to administer the IRI. Immediately following 
administration of the IRI, PRS researchers assigned  
an “independent reading level” to each child based 
on her or his accuracy in reading the word lists 
and passages, and in answering the comprehension 
questions. The independent reading level is an 
assessment of what the child can read fluently, 
accurately and with 99 percent comprehension, without 
any assistance; the reading level is assigned as a grade-
level equivalent (for example, reading at first-grade 
level, second-grade level, etc.). For greater consistency, 
all IRIs were also reviewed by P/PV researchers, who 
double-checked the reading-level assignments based 
on the children’s responses. The IRI administrators 
were blind to any information about each child’s in-
school reading levels and test scores at both baseline 
and follow up so as not to bias either their interactions 
with the children or the reading levels they assigned 
the children for evaluation purposes. In some cases, 
this meant that a child’s reading-level assignment 
was higher or lower than either a teacher or other 
assessment might place it. Situations where children 
were less or more familiar with certain reading passages 
or particularly comfortable or uncomfortable with an 
administrator may have factored into these differences. 

In Fall 2004, IRIs were administered to 520 youth:  
281 third-graders and 239 fourth-graders. In 
Spring 2005 — four to six months after the initial 
administration — IRIs were administered to 383 youth 
still attending CORAL, for a follow-up rate of 74 
percent. These are the subjects for the analyses linking 
quality to reading gains Year One. 

In Fall 2005, PRS researchers reassessed 353 of the 
448 (79 percent) who initially completed IRIs in Fall 
2004 and whose sites were still providing CORAL 
programming; 180 fourth- and fifth-graders were also 
added to the IRI sample in Fall 2005, for a total of 533 
IRI assessments (children were added to the sample for 
the purpose of having a larger number of children for 
linking quality observations — described in the next 
section — to IRI gains. These 180 children with IRI 
assessments, however, are not described by the survey 
data). PRS followed up with 379 of the initial cohort of 

448 (85 percent) in Spring 2006 and 142 (79 percent) 
of the added fourth- and fifth-graders, for a total of 521 
assessments in Spring 2006. From Fall 2005 to Spring 
2006 (Year Two), 319 of 448 children who had IRI and 
surveys also had assessments at both points in time. 
For the analyses linking quality to reading gains in Year 
Two, the sample size consists of 368 youth who have 
IRI assessments in Fall 2005 and Spring 2006 and who 
also have data from observations of the group they 
were part of in that year.

activity Observations
In order to learn about the types of activities offered 
by the CORAL programs, and to evaluate the quality 
of these programs, P/PV undertook systematic 
observations of CORAL activities between Fall 2004 
and Spring 2005 and again between Fall 2005 and 
Spring 2006. P/PV focused these observations at the 
intensive research sites on the balanced literacy activities 
offered to third- and fourth-graders during Year One 
of the evaluation and fourth- and fifth-graders in 
Year Two. In Year One, P/PV observed 56 groups 
of children in balanced literacy activities across the 
state (23 sites). Each group was observed between two 
and four times over the course of the year, with most 
observed three times (48 of 56, or 86 percent). In Year 
Two, P/PV observed 43 groups of children in balanced 
literacy activities across the state (21 sites). Each group 
was observed at least three times. 

The observations were structured to measure ten 
dimensions of quality, falling within the two broad 
areas of general classroom practices (support and 
instruction) and balanced literacy strategies. An 
observation tool was developed for the project that 
allowed researchers to assign numerical scores of 1 
through 5 to each dimension. Activities that scored 1 
on specific dimensions were characterized by extremely 
negative behaviors and little to no positive strategies 
for working with youth. Activities that scored 5 on 
specific dimensions represented outstanding examples 
of those dimensions in the field, characterized by the 
consistent use of strong strategies. A description of the 
dimensions follows.
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classroom practices
The observed dimensions of quality include:
•	 Adult Support: This dimension assesses staff’s 

efforts to support youth, help all youth succeed at 
the activity and develop an emotional relationship 
with youth. Did adults encourage youth who 
were struggling? Express an interest in youth’s 
thoughts and ideas? Display warmth toward youth? 
Conversely, researchers also observed whether 
the adults were discouraging of young people’s 
questions or efforts, used sarcasm or anger, or 
interacted with young people in an unfriendly way.

•	 Instructional Strategies: This dimension includes 
a variety of strategies for successful instruction, 
such as clear communication, organization and 
preparation, motivating youth to participate and 
challenging youth beyond their present skill levels. 
Did staff give clear and accurate directions to 
youth? Did they keep children focused on the 
activity’s goals? Did they present topics in a logical 
sequence? Did they demonstrate enthusiasm for the 
activity and convey its value?

•	 Group Management: This dimension deals with 
staff’s ability to manage youth’s behavior during the 
activity in a way that is appropriate for the age of 
the youth involved and the type of activity. Staff’s 
discipline and management should be appropriate 
to the activity, be given in a supportive yet firm 
manner, and maintain order without inhibiting 
youth. In examples of strong group management, 
staff displays a firm but warm management style. 
This can be exhibited in a number of ways, but in 
all cases the adults are able to redirect the youth and 
win their cooperation without yelling or resorting 
to critical, punitive or negative discipline tactics. If 
behavioral issues do occur, staff handle them calmly 
and resolve them quickly and successfully. The staff 
may be strict with youth, but are able to correct 
their behavior while maintaining a positive regard 
and respect for the youth.

•	 Connection	Making: This dimension refers to the 
extent to which staff drew connections between 
the topics covered during the activity and youth’s 
own experiences and interests. Staff could use 
multiple methods to create connections between 
youth and lesson topics — for example, having 

youth participate in role-playing games based on 
a story, or leading youth in a group discussion 
relating the story to youth’s experiences. Staff could 
also draw connections to youth’s neighborhoods, 
to their schools, to their cultures, or to media or 
pop culture. Staff who display strength in this 
dimension offer multiple opportunities for youth to 
be personally engaged in the material.

Balanced Literacy strategies
The observed dimensions of quality include:
•	 Read	Aloud: A good read aloud consists of much 

more than an adult simply reading from a text. 
It should be an interactive process that engages 
youth. Excellent read alouds begin with the adult 
introducing the text, perhaps by giving background 
information or making a connection between the 
book’s content and the youth’s experiences. During 
the reading, the adult uses engaging techniques, 
such as varying his/her tone of voice, encouraging 
youth to read along during repetitive lines or 
choruses, and pausing to ask questions. In strong 
read alouds, staff generally make active efforts to 
ensure that youth are engaged and following along 
with the text.

•	 Book	Discussion: This construct assesses the 
staff’s ability to engage youth in a discussion of 
the text they have read or are about to read aloud. 
For example, the staff may ask youth to think 
about why a character made a certain decision, 
or they may ask youth to think about a time they 
were in a similar situation. A successful discussion 
is organized and keeps all youth engaged. Staff 
should ask clear questions to guide the discussion 
and should encourage all youth to participate. An 
activity would score low on this construct if the staff 
did not attempt to engage youth, if the discussion 
seemed very slow-paced or if the discussion 
appeared unrelated to the book read.

•	 Writing: Writing in CORAL can take a variety of 
formats, including youth writing stories and letters, 
or adding captions to drawings. An outstanding 
writing activity would give youth flexibility so that 
all can work at levels appropriate to their skills 
and abilities. It would also provide youth with 
the opportunity to write about topics relevant to 
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a book they have read, their personal experiences 
or current events. Staff who rate highly on this 
construct provide youth with clear instructions 
and guidance for the writing exercise, including 
modeling the activity if appropriate. Staff should 
also interact with youth throughout the exercise, 
providing one-on-one instruction to multiple youth.

•	 Independent Reading: As assessed here, 
independent reading involves much more than 
youth simply reading silently to themselves. The 
first step in a successful process is for youth to 
retrieve books in an organized, efficient manner. 
Youth should spend the majority of the time in 
this activity focused on the reading, with minimal 
distractions (e.g., getting up to choose new books, 
talking to a friend, etc.). A high rating on this 
construct indicates that staff are very involved 
with youth during independent reading. Staff 
should talk with youth individually or in small 
groups about what they are reading. This is also 
an opportunity for staff to coach youth on specific 
literacy problems. During this activity, the instructor 
might walk around the room to talk with youth 
individually or call them over to a table to work 
one-on-one. If the staff are passive during this 
activity or leave the room, the activity would score 
low on this construct. The observer also notes the 
number of minutes that the youth spent reading.

•	 Skill Development Activities: This construct is 
used to assess games or activities that teach youth 
literacy skills in a fun manner. Especially in the 
after-school context, these are an important way to 
reinforce literacy skills while keeping youth engaged 
and interested. A high rating on this construct 
indicates that staff are making efforts to engage 
youth in the activity and also clearly providing 
instruction in specific literacy skills.

•	 Vocabulary: This construct assesses the extent 
to which instructors included in their lessons 
activities designed to increase or reinforce youth’s 
vocabulary. Instructors could help youth build 
their vocabulary in many ways: taking small steps 
such as writing a word on the board, pausing in a 
read aloud to define a new word, or pointing youth 
to a word posted on the wall. Instructors might 
devote more time to this purpose with activities like 
vocabulary games. A low score on this construct 

would indicate that the instructor paid little to no 
attention to vocabulary, such as not mentioning 
any new words or not checking to see if youth 
understand the words in a text.

parent survey
In Spring 2006, parents of children who had completed 
IRIs at any time during the evaluation period (with the 
exception of the children from the sites that were no 
longer part of CORAL in the 2005–2006 school year) 
were contacted and asked to complete a survey, even 
if their children no longer participated in CORAL. 
Surveys were received from 501 of 610 (82 percent) 
parents of youth for whom researchers also gathered 
reading assessment (IRI) data at some point in the 
evaluation period. The survey consisted of questions 
asking parents why they enrolled their children in 
CORAL, what their children did before enrollment 
in CORAL, the children’s experiences at CORAL, 
if their children had left CORAL why they had left, 
and demographic characteristics of the family (such as 
parent education levels and primary language of the 
household).

staff survey
In February and March 2005, P/PV sent a two-page 
survey to all CORAL staff, including team leaders, site 
coordinators, paraprofessionals, volunteers, educational 
liaisons, city directors, literacy directors, enrichment 
providers and other staff who work closely with 
CORAL. These surveys were mailed to operations 
directors and site coordinators for distribution. The 
surveys were returned to P/PV by mail in return-
addressed, stamped envelopes provided by P/PV. 
The survey contained 15 brief questions about staff’s 
educational background, experience, training, time with 
CORAL and responsibilities with CORAL. In March 
2005, P/PV sent follow-up emails or letters to staff who 
had not yet returned surveys, in an attempt to reach 
high response rates. Overall, staff surveys were mailed 
to 564 individuals, and were returned by 412 staff 
members, for a response rate of 73 percent. Of those 
who returned the survey, 179 were identified as the 
direct service providers, referred to as team leaders in 
Chapter 3 of this report.
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enrollment and attendance data
P/PV worked closely with the CORAL cities to develop 
a computer-based management information system 
to record participants’ enrollment and attendance 
information. Based on CORAL city directors’ input on 
the type of information they wanted to collect, as well 
as research needs for particular data, P/PV developed 
a computer database, distributed this database to all 
CORAL sites, and trained CORAL staff on how to 
collect and enter data. 

The database provided fields for staff to enter several 
types of information that they collected when youth 
enrolled, as well as daily attendance. The enrollment 
information included each youth’s name, grade, school, 
contact information and birth date. Attendance fields 
could be updated every day, indicating whether each 
youth was present or absent, the activities in which  
he or she participated (coded into literacy, homework 
help, academic support, enrichment, recreation or  
other categories), and the youth’s time in and time  
out of the program.

CORAL staff were expected to continually update 
this database with new and corrected information, 
and submit the files to P/PV on a monthly basis. Each 
month, P/PV researchers reviewed the data files and 
indicated to CORAL staff where data were missing or 
incomplete. P/PV researchers also provided technical 
support for CORAL staff when they had questions 
about data entry or the computer database. 

Appendix B describes how P/PV created each  
of the attendance data points.

Research site visits
The site visits included two major activities,  
described below.

staff interviews
P/PV researchers conducted intensive research visits to 
four of the five CORAL cities in February and March 
2005. The fifth city received a modified visit, as it was 
in transition during the scheduled visit. All five cities 
were visited again in Spring 2006. During these visits, 
researchers interviewed various CORAL staff members 
and stakeholders, including team leaders, city-level 
directors, board members, and principals of the school 
sites. The purpose of these interviews was to document 
information on various topics, including staffing 
structures, staff training, participant recruitment and 
targeting strategies, lesson and activity planning, goals 
for enrichment activities, obstacles to implementation of 
the balanced literacy model, relationships with schools 
and other partners, and plans or goals for the future.

Focus groups with parents
During the week-long site visits to each CORAL 
city in Spring 2005, P/PV researchers also conducted 
focus groups with a sample of CORAL parents. 
These focus groups were held at each of the intensive 
research sites in the CORAL cities, for a total of 19 
focus groups. Approximately 170 Spanish-, Hmong- 
and English-speaking parents were interviewed across 
these 19 groups. Parents were asked three primary 
questions: Why did you choose to send your children 
to CORAL? How, if anything, have your children 
benefited by participating in CORAL? What is the 
quality of your interactions with CORAL staff? Each 
focus group lasted approximately 45 minutes and was 
audio-recorded. 
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appendiX B: data anaLYsis  
FOR chapteR 5
 
This appendix describes the analyses that were 
conducted to: 1) determine CORAL participants’ 
attendance patterns and rates, and 2) understand 
the factors that contributed to CORAL participants’ 
attendance and engagement in the program. 

participation analyses
All analyses for this report were completed by 
exporting the enrollment and attendance data from 
each CORAL city’s management information system 
database into spreadsheets, which were then imported 
as statistical analysis software program files. The 
enrollment information, reported in Table 2 in Chapter 
2, reflects enrollment for all CORAL youth across all 
37 CORAL sites for the 2004–2005 school year. In 
contrast, the Year Two attendance information reported 
in Chapter 5 was calculated across the 21 intensive 
research sites for intensive study sample participants 
only (those with IRI assessments at two points in time 
and observation data) as they were the focus of the 
most in-depth analysis. 

The timeframe for calculating attendance in Year Two 
covers the period from August 31, 2005, through  
June 8, 2006 (when most sites ended their programming 
for this year). Only youth who were marked present at 
least once over the time period of interest were included 
in the attendance analyses. 

For each programming day, CORAL staff recorded 
in the management information system database 
whether youth were present or absent and, if present, 
their “time in,” “time out” and the activities in which 
they participated. We took the following approach 
to calculating the average numbers of hours children 
attended CORAL: the analysis subtracted the recorded 
“time in” from the recorded “time out” for each day an 
individual youth attended, summed the total number 
of daily minutes attended across all the days that each 
child was marked present, divided the total number 
of minutes by the total number of days the child 
was marked present, and then calculated an average 
number of minutes attended per day across all the 
CORAL children in attendance. 

The average number of days per week attended and 
average number of literacy days per week attended 
were calculated similarly. First, the analysis summed 
the total number of days each child attended and 
divided that total by the total number of weeks the 
child attended. Then we calculated an average days-
per-week figure by averaging across all the children in 
attendance. The average number of literacy days per 
week analysis followed the same steps, but it applied 
only to days when children were marked as having 
attended a literacy activity.

The average attendance rate took into account the total 
number of days children attended CORAL, divided  
by the possible days the CORAL program was open. 
This rate provided an average across all the children  
in attendance. 

predicting participation and Belonging
We conducted analyses examining predictors of the 
number of semesters children attended and their sense 
of belonging to CORAL for two purposes. First, it 
was important to understand whether demographic 
variables, reading performance, or attitudes and 
behaviors (as of Fall 2004 when the evaluation 
began) helped to explain which children stayed in 
CORAL and which ones developed a strong sense 
of belonging. Second, it was important to include the 
factors that were related to participation and belonging 
(in particular the attitudes and behaviors variables) 
as controls in the analyses linking participation and 
engagement to change in the outcomes of interest.

Results of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 
using the children’s Year One ratings of the outcomes 
of interest, their English learner status, and other 
demographic variables to predict number of semesters 
of attendance and sense of belonging revealed three 
significant predictors: how often the child has talked 
with an adult about something she/he read, how 
often the child has come to school without homework 
finished, and how often the child has missed school in 
the past thirty days (see Table B.1). 
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nUmBeR OF semesteRs  
OF attendance

 .16

-.04

-.05

 .11

-.04

-.11

-.22

  -.33+

-.07

-.06

 .04

    .10**

-.05

 .08

-.03

 .05

 .06

-.05

-.01

-.02

 .07

298

spRing 2006 sense  
OF BeLOnging

  .20

-.04

-.02

-.10

  .06

  .07

-.31

  .02

  .06

  .11

  .14

-.03

-.05

-.01

  .07

-.14*

  .03

-.02

     .14**

-.01

  .00

298

table B.1. predicting number of semesters of participation in cORaL and spring 2006 sense of Belonging 
Based on children’s Fall 2004 Reading-Level and Reported attitudes and Behaviors, their demographic 
characteristics, and english Learner status

These are unstandardized coefficients from OLS where the participation and engagement are modeled as a function of the youth’s demographics (grade 
level, ethnicity and gender), English learner status, fall 2004 grade-level reading score, and fall 2004 ratings of attitudes and behaviors. Data are from 
youth surveys, IRI assessments, and site attendance information. The clustered nature of the sample (by site) is accounted for in the estimation of the 
covariance matrix. Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders, English-proficient children and boys. (Fall 2004). +p<.10, * p=<0.05, ** 
p=<0.01, *** p=<0.001.

Girl

English learner

Fall 2004 grade-level reading score

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Grade 4

Pays attention and concentrates in class

Likes school

Comes to class without finishing homework

Felt unsafe at school in the last 30 days

Studied hard for a test in the last 30 days

Got in trouble at school in the last 30 days

Missed/cut whole day of school in the last 30 days

Wanted to go to school in the last 30 days

Likes reading

Talked with someone about something read in the last 4 weeks

Amount typically read for pleasure after school
(1= no time to 4 = more than an hour)

Comfort with ability to read (reading efficacy)

Sample size
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appendiX c: data anaLYsis  
FOR chapteR 6

This appendix describes the analyses conducted 
to determine the relationships between quality, 
participation, engagement and changes in children’s 
reading performance, as well as changes in their 
attitudes and behaviors. 

It is important to note that a smaller sample of children 
provided all the data points needed to conduct the 
analyses linking quality, participation and engagement 
to outcomes. (These data points include Fall and Spring 
IRI assessments, attendance data, and data from the 
observations that were conducted within a given year.) 
Therefore, in analyses presented in examination of 
the relationship of quality to outcomes, taking into 
account participation, the numbers in the sample in 
Year One are approximately 383 for IRI gains and 378 
for positive outcomes on the CST-ELA. For Year Two, 
the numbers are 367 for IRI gains and 234 for positive 
outcomes on the CST-ELA (depending on the specific 
analysis of interest). For the analyses that explore 
the relationship of participation and engagement to 
outcomes over the Fall 2004 to Spring 2006 time period 
(using data from the Year One and Year Two surveys), 
the sample is approximately 305 (again, depending on 
the specific analysis). 

Quality and Reading performance
P/PV conducted a series of analyses to assess the extent 
to which the consistency and quality of the literacy 
strategies to which the children were exposed (i.e., 
the literacy profile; see Chapter 4) or other classroom 
practices (i.e., adult support, general instructional 
strategies, group management and connection making) 
were related to changes in reading performance 
over the course of a given year. All of these analyses 
controlled for demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, 
grade level, ethnicity, English learner status) and 
participation in literacy activities (i.e., number of days 
of exposure to literacy programming over the course of 
that year). 

In all of the analyses involving the IRI, the variation 
in number of days between IRI assessments (which 
ranged from 126 to 231 days in Year One, and was 
correlated with reading gains) was also included as a 
control variable. The Fall IRI score was included in 
the analysis in order to measure the relationship of 
the other variables on change in IRI levels over time. 
The Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) approach 
was used for the IRI reading gains analyses in order to 
account for the fact that groups of CORAL children 
were “nested” in the literacy groups under observation 
(for which quality and literacy profile ratings were 
available) such that all children in the groups had 
the same observational data rating. Logit analyses 
were used to examine whether quality was related to 
a positive outcome on the CST-ELA. The clustered 
nature of the sample is accounted for in the estimation 
of the covariance matrix. 

The results of the Year One analyses predicting reading 
gains in the IRI are presented in Tables C.1, C.2 
and C.3. Results of the analyses predicting a positive 
outcome on the CST-ELA are presented in Tables C.4, 
C.5 and C.6. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, when P/PV created literacy 
profiles for the groups observed in Year Two, there 
was little variation (i.e., almost all groups were in 
Profile 3), so researchers lacked sufficient numbers of 
children across the literacy profiles to analyze change 
in relation to the literacy profile variable as done in 
Year One. Also in Year Two, observer ratings of 
the four main literacy strategies (read-alouds, book 
talk, writing and independent reading) were highly 
correlated with observer ratings of classroom practices 
(adult support, instructional quality, group management 
and connection making). To conduct analyses linking 
quality to outcomes in Year Two, P/PV constructed 
an “overall lesson rating” (alpha coefficient = .95), 
comprising the average ratings of the four main literacy 
strategies (each of which had greater variation than the 
literacy profile) and the average ratings of the support, 
instruction, group management and connection  
making ratings. 
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table c.2. hLm analysis predicting spring 2005 iRi scores Based on Observed Quality  
of Literacy strategies

categORies

Girl

Grade 4

Fall 2004 IRI score

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Number of days between IRIs

Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Average read aloud rating 

Average book talk rating

Average vocabulary rating

Average writing rating

Average number of independent reading minutes

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders and boys. Literacy strategy ratings are on a scale from 1 = lowest to 5 = highest. Average 
number of independent reading minutes are actual minutes and range from 0 to 27, with a mean of 13.5. +p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

categORies

Girl

Grade 4

Fall 2004 IRI score

English learner 

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Number of days between IRIs

Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Literacy profile rating 

 cOeFFicients

   .15

      .45**

        .66***

  -.02

   .02

  -.39

  -.27

   .15

  -.13

      .01**
 

0.00

    .20*

table c.1. hLm analysis predicting spring 2005 iRi score Based on Literacy profile, participation  
and participant demographics

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders, English-proficient children and boys. N = 323. +p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

 cOeFFicients

   .22

      .53**

        .66***

  -.05

   .04

  -.30

  -.40

   .17

  -.10

      .01**

 0.00

   .08

   .17

  -.08

   .04

    .03*
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categORies

Girl

Grade 4

Fall 2004 IRI score

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

  Number of days between IRIs

  Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Average classroom practices rating

 cOeFFicients

  .16

      .46**

       .67***

  -.05

  -.01

  -.32

  -.33

  .18

 -.10

    .01*

0.00

  .21

table c.3. hLm analysis predicting spring 2005 iRi scores Based on Observed Quality  
of classroom practices

categORies

Girl

Grade 4

English learner 

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Days of literacy child attended 

Literacy profile rating 

table c.4. Logit analysis predicting a positive Outcome on cst-eLa  
(2004 to 2005) Based on Literacy profile, participation and participant demographics

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders, English-proficient children and boys. N = 366. +p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders and boys. The Classroom practices scale comprises the following observation constructs: adult 
support, group management, instruction and connection making. The scale is based on ratings from 1 = low to 5 = high. N = 323.  
+p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

 Odds RatiO

1.3

   2.8**

         .35***

    .78

1.1

1.8

1.3

1.5

1.0

1.2
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table c.5. Logit analysis predicting a positive Outcome on cst-eLa  
(2004 to 2005) Based on Observed Quality of Literacy strategies 

categORies

Girl

Grade 4

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Average read aloud rating 

Average book talk rating

Average vocabulary rating

Average writing rating

Average number of independent reading minutes

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders and boys. Ratings of literacy strategies are on a scale from 1 = lowest to 5 = highest.  
Average number of independent reading minutes are actual minutes and range from 0 to 27, with a mean of 13.5. N = 366.  
+p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

table c.6. Logit analyses predicting a positive Outcome on cst-eLa (2004 to 2005)  
Based on Observed Quality of classroom practices 

categORies

Girl

Grade 4

Fall 2004 IRI score

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

 Number of days between IRIs

 Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Average classroom practices rating

Excluded categories are Latino children, third-graders and boys. The Classroom practices scale comprises the following observation constructs: adult 
support, group management, instruction and connection making. The scale is based on ratings from 1 = low, to 5 = high. N = 366.  
+p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

 Odds RatiO

1.3

   2.8**

         .67***

         .36***

    .80

1.1

1.7

1.3

1.5

      .01*

  1.00

1.3

 Odds RatiO

1.3

   2.6**
   

         .32***

    .70

1.1

2.2

1.5

1.4

  1.00

1.3

    .81

    .83

      .63+

1.0
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As illustrated in Table C.7, the overall lesson rating  
was a significant predictor of a positive outcome on  
the CST-ELA (from 2005 to 2006); however, it was  
not a significant predictor of reading-level gains from 
Fall 2005 to Spring 2006, as assessed by the IRI  
(See Table C.8).

participation, engagement and Outcomes
To assess the extent to which children’s participation 
(measured as the number of semesters they participated 
out of four) or engagement (measured as the extent to 
which children felt a sense of belonging to CORAL) 
were related to change between Fall 2004 and Spring 
2006 on any of the 15 outcomes explored in this study 
(13 survey outcomes, the IRI reading-level assessment 
and the CST-ELA) P/PV conducted a series of OLS 
regressions (with a logit for the CST analysis). These 
analyses controlled for the same demographic variables 
as the analyses described earlier in this section and also 
included the value of the outcome variable at Time 1 in 
order to assess change on the outcome of interest.  
The results of these analyses are summarized in  
Tables C.9, C.10 and C.11. These analyses were  
used to provide the adjusted mean changes reported  
in Table 15 of Chapter 6.
 

Because sense of belonging emerged as a significant 
predictor on 10 of the 15 outcomes, P/PV conducted 
additional analyses to attempt to understand the 
potential predictors of children’s sense of belonging.  
We correlated the quality ratings for the literacy 
strategies, adult support, group management, 
instructional quality and connection making for each 
of the 43 groups with the average sense of belonging 
for each group and found no significant correlations. 
Children’s sense of belonging was predicted for 2006 
based on their perceptions of CORAL in Fall 2004. 
Two constructs were found to be significant: positive 
peer relationships at CORAL and how safe children  
felt at CORAL. Results of these analyses are 
summarized in Table C.12. 

subgroup analyses
For Tables C.7–C.12, P/PV also introduced interaction 
variables consisting of quality, participation or 
belonging as an interaction term with individual 
characteristic variables (i.e., English learner status, 
grade-level at start of the evaluation, and achievement 
level at start of the evaluation). These analyses did not 
add significantly to the variation explained by the main 
effects models and, thus, the main effects models are 
presented throughout the report.

table c.7. Logit analysis predicting a positive Outcome on the cst-eLa (from 2005 to 2006)  
Based on Overall Lesson Rating, participation and participant demographics

categORies

Girl

Grade 5

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Overall lesson rating 

Excluded categories are Latino children, fourth-graders, English-proficient children and boys. N = 220. +p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.

 Odds RatiO

 1.33

   .76
  

     .49*

1.8

   .37

  1.84
 

   .53

   .51

 1.00

 2.7*
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table c.8. hLm analysis predicting spring 2006 iRi score Based on Overall Lesson Rating,  
participation and participant demographics

categORies

Girl

Grade 5

Fall 2005 IRI score

English learner

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Days of literacy child attended between IRIs

Overall lesson rating 

 Odds RatiO

-.08

.03

     .65***

   -.53***

-.16

.12

.22

-.25

-.04

.00

.19

Excluded categories are Latino children, fourth-graders, English-proficient children and boys.  
N = 298. +p<.10, *p<.05, ** p<.01, ***p<.001.
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table c.9. Relationships between participation, sense of Belonging and change in children’s grade-Level 
Reading score and Reading attitudes

These are unstandardized coefficients from OLS where youth’s outcomes are modeled as a function of their demographics (grade level, ethnicity and gender), English learner 
status, Fall 2004 grade-level reading score, number of stressors in year prior to survey, number of semesters of CORAL attended and sense of belonging. Youth’s Fall 2004 
ratings of how often they talk to an adult about what they read, how often they go to class without completing homework and how often they have gotten in trouble at 
school are included as control variables because they were predictors of attendance and engagement. Data derive from youth surveys, IRI assessments and site attendance 
information. The CST analysis is a logit. The clustered nature of the sample (by site) is accounted for in the estimation of the covariance matrix. Excluded categories are 
English-proficient children, Latino children, third-graders and boys (Fall 2004). A separate regression was run for each outcome. +p<.10, * p = <0.05, ** p = <0.01, 
*** p = <0.001.

spring 2006 
grade-level 

reading score 

    .67***

-.06

.13

  -.16*

-.02

-.17

See time 1 
rating above

   -.30+

 .35

 .15

-.47

 .54

-.7

-.01

-.12

 .10

301

talked with 
an adult about 
something read 

 .09

 .10

      .47***

-.07

See time 1  
rating above

 .10

-.01

   .27*

-.05

 .32

 .31

 .25

 .01

-.15

 .04

 .08

302

pleasure read-
ing in the last 

four weeks

 .03

-.04

    .24+

 .03

0

 .09

 .09

   .41*

-.19

 .09

 .10

 .21

 .14

 .10

 .16

-.01

299

Time 1 rating of outcome of interest

Number of semesters

Sense of belonging 

Time 1 rating of how often she/he  
“does not finish homework”

Time 1 rating of how often “talked about something 
she/he read with an adult”

Time 1 rating of how often she/he  
“missed a day of school”

Fall 2004 IRI grade-level reading score

Girl

Grade 4 fall 2004

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other

English learner

Number of stressors in the past year

Sample size

Reading  
efficacy

    .15**

.09

.03

 -.07*

.03

-.07

     .16***

 -.21*

-.17

.08

-.10

.15

.09

-.05

  -.22+

  .09+

302

pleasure 
reading  

each day

  .10*

.08

 .12*

-.03

.04

     .15***

 .06*

.03

.09

.06

-.02

  .22+

-.02

-.11

.08

.03

299

Like reading 

     .25***

.04

     .27***

0

-.03

-.06

.05

.07

-.13

.16

-.07

  .22*

   .33**

-.02

.09

  .07+

302
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table c.10. Relationships between participation, sense of Belonging, change in children’s school  
attitudes and Behaviors

These are unstandardized coefficients from OLS where youth’s outcomes are modeled as a function of their demographics (grade level, ethnicity 
and gender), English learner status, Fall 2004 grade-level reading score, number of stressors in year prior to survey, number of semesters of CORAL 
attended and sense of belonging. Youth’s Fall 2004 ratings of how often they talk to an adult about what they read, how often they went to class 
without completing homework and how often they missed a day of school are included as control variables because they were predictors of number of 
semesters of attendance and Spring 2006 sense of belonging. Data derive from youth surveys, IRI assessments and site attendance information. The 
CST analysis is a logit. The clustered nature of the sample (by site) is accounted for in the estimation of the covariance matrix. Excluded categories are 
English-proficient children, Latino children, third-graders and boys (Fall 2004). A separate regression was run for each outcome +p<.10, *  
p = <0.05, ** p = <0.01, *** p = <0.001.

pays  
attention  
in school 

   .17*

-.01

      .16***

-.07

-.01

-.10

 .01

   .29*

 .12

-.21

-.21

 .06

-.09

 .04

-.19

-.08

 302

Time 1 rating of outcome of interest

Number of semesters

Sense of belonging

Time 1 rating of how often she/he 
“does not finish homework”

Time 1 rating of how often  
“talked about something she/he  

read with an adult”

Time 1 rating of how often she/he 
“missed a day of school”

Fall 2004 IRI grade-level  
reading score

Girl

Grade 4 fall 2004

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other

English learner

Number of stressors in the past year

Sample size

has gotten 
in trouble  
at school 

     .19**

   .10*

    -.20**

  .01

  .02

  .02

 -.02

  -.38*

 -.01

  .06

    -.32**

-.09

  .09

 -.24

 .08

   .07*

302

missed 
a day of 
school

  .16*

0

.01

.04

-.02

See above

.05

-.13

-.06

-.08

-.11

-.06

.01

.22

.02

    .08**

302

Felt unsafe 
at school

    .07+

 .06

   -.22**

 .01

0

 .09

 .05

      .54***

 .01

-.31

-.08

 .31

-.16

 .38

 .23

0

298

studied 
hard for  
a test

    .15**

   -.15**

    .18**

-.03

 .04

-.03

-.03

-.02

-.19

-.17

-.28

-.13

 .06

  -.47*

-.07

-.04

302

Wants to go 
to school

  .19*

-.12*

     .43***

-.01

.06

-.03

0

.04

.09

-.09

-.04

   .34+

.07

.01

.14

.05

302

does nOt 
finish  

homework 

   .14*

 .06

-.07

See time 1 
rating above

-.02

 .10

-.08

-.24

    .26+

-.29

-.05

-.09

 .08

 .34

-.02

.02

302

Likes school 

     .21***

.02

      .33***

-.02

.04

-.08

-.05

.17

-.06

.07

-.26

  .29*

-.24

-.21

   .17+

.01

301
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table c.11. Relationship between participation, sense of Belonging and a positive Outcome on the  
cst-eLa from 2004 to 2006

 

Number of semesters

Sense of belonging 

Time 1 rating of how often she/he “does not finish homework”

Time 1 rating of how often “talked about something she/he read with an adult”

Time 1 rating of how often she/he “missed a day of school”

Girl

Grade 4 Fall 2004

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other

English learner

Number of stressors in the past year

Sample size

pOsitive OUtcOme  
On the cst-eLa

1.1

  .8

     .7+

1.0

       .5***

1.1

  .7

  .9

  .6
 

  .9

  .4

  .2

    .6*

 1.0

169

These are odds ratios from logit analyses where children’s positive outcomes on the CST-ELA are modeled as a function of the youth’s demographics 
(grade level, ethnicity and gender), English learner status, number of stressors in year prior to survey, number of semesters of CORAL attended and 
sense of belonging. Youth’s Fall 2004 ratings of how often they talk to an adult about what they read, how often they go to class without completing 
homework and how often they have gotten in trouble at school are included as control variables because they were predictors of attendance and 
engagement. Data derive from youth surveys, IRI assessments, school records files and site attendance information. The clustered nature of the sample 
(by site) is accounted for in the estimation of the covariance matrix. Excluded categories are English-proficient children, Latino children, third-graders 
and boys (fall 2004). +p<.10, * p = <0.05, ** p = <0.01, *** p = <0.001.
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table c.12. predicting spring 2006 sense of Belonging Based on children’s Fall 2004 Ratings of  
the cORaL supports and Opportunities, their demographic characteristics, and english Learner status

 

Girl

English learner

Fall 2004 grade-level reading score

African American

White

Asian

Multi-race

Other race

Grade 4

Feel safe at CORAL

Supportive adults at CORAL

CORAL activities get me interested

Positive peer relationships at CORAL

Staff makes sure kids treat each other with respect

Some kids at CORAL are bullies

Activities at CORAL get out of control

Number of semesters of participation

Sample size

These are unstandardized coefficients from OLS where sense of belonging is modeled as a function of the youth’s demographics (grade level, ethnicity 
and gender), English learner status, Fall 2004 grade-level reading score, and children’s Fall 2004 ratings of the CORAL adults, activities and 
environment. Data derive from youth surveys and IRI assessments. The clustered nature of the sample (by site) is accounted for in the estimation of the 
covariance matrix. Excluded categories are English-proficient children, Latino children, third-graders and boys (Fall 2004). +p<.10, * p = <0.05,  
** p = <0.01, *** p=<0.001.

spRing 2006  
sense OF BeLOnging

.25

.07

-.01

.02

-.02

.01

-.25

-.06

.00

   .13+

.04

.03

  .22*

.00

.01

-.02

.07

301
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appendiX d: cORaL citY  
OpeRating ORganiZatiOns

Fresno cORaL     
Fresno CORAL, Inc.    
Roy Mendiola, Director, Curriculum, Research, 
and Program Development   
1705 L Street     
Fresno, CA 93721    
Ph: 559–485–5513     
roy.mendiola@fresnocoral.org
       
cORaL Long Beach    
YMCA of Greater Long Beach, Downtown 
Community Branch   
Bob Cabeza, Executive Director
Ph: 562–624–5474     
bob.cabeza@lbymca.org     
      
cORaL pasadena   
New Vision Partners/Office for Creative  
Connections  
Lorna T. Miller, Executive Director 
132 N. Euclid Avenue 
Pasadena, CA 91101

cORaL sacramento
Sacramento Children’s Home
Lisa King, Program Director
2750 Sutterville Road
Sacramento, CA 95820
Ph: 916–263–8411 x268
lisa.king@kidshome.org
       
Center for Fathers and Families
Rick Jennings II, CEO
2100-A Del Paso Blvd.
Sacramento, CA 95815
Ph: 916–568–3237
rick@fathersandfamilies.com

cORaL san Jose
A Program of Catholic Charities
Maritza Maldonado, Director of Educational Services
645 Wool Creek Drive
San Jose, CA 95112
Ph: 408–238–6250, x207
mmaldonado@ccsj.org
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about the james irvine foundation 

the james irvine foundation is a private, nonprofit grantmaking foundation dedicated to 

expanding opportunity for the people of california to participate in a vibrant, successful 

and inclusive society. the foundation’s grantmaking is organized around three program 

areas: arts, youth and california perspectives, which focuses on improving decision making 

on significant state issues. since 1937 the foundation has provided over $1 billion in 

grants to more than 3,000 nonprofit organizations throughout california. with current 

assets of over $1.8 billion, the foundation expects to make grants of $81 million in 2008 

for the people of california. for more information about the irvine foundation, please 

visit our web site at www.irvine.org or call 415.777.2244.

about public/private ventures 

public/private ventures (p/pv) is a national nonprofit organization that seeks to improve 

the effectiveness of social policies and programs. p/pv designs, tests and studies 

initiatives that increase supports, skills and opportunities of residents of low-income 

communities; works with policymakers to see that the lessons and evidence produced are 

reflected in policy; and provides training, technical assistance and learning opportunities 

to practitioners based on documented effective practices.

public/private ventures

2000 market street

suite 600

philadelphia, pa 19103

215.557.4400

the chanin building

122 east 42nd street

42nd floor

new york, ny 10168

212.822.2400

lake merritt plaza

suite 1550

1999 harrison street

oakland, ca 94612

510.273.4600

www.ppv.org

the james irvine foundation

575 market street

suite 3400

san francisco, ca 94105

415.777.2244

865 south figueroa   

suite 2308

los angeles, ca 90017

213.236.0552

www.irvine.org 
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insight is a periodical publication of the james irvine foundation, designed to provide 
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its partner publication, insight brief, are available free of charge from the foundation’s 

web site, www.irvine.org. 
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