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STUDY RATIONALE

With the heat on schools to meet cur-
rent federal and state accountability goals,
many educators have high hopes that af-
ter-school programs will help boost stu-
dents’ academic achievement. As they see
it, after-school programs may be a venue
for students who are struggling academ-
ically to catch up through a litdle more
“seat time” and exposure to instruction in
reading, mathematics, and other academ-
ic content areas. This view of after-school
programs is relatively new. Before the late
1990s, academic instruction, if offered at
all, tended to be homework assistance or
projects with little academic content, such
as reading recipes to bake cookies or using
mathematics to calculate basketball scores.

More and more, many funders and
school districts see after-school programs
as a crucial setting in which to deliver ac-
ademic instruction. For example, after-
school programs with funding from the
U.S. Department of Education’s 21st Cen-
tury Learning Centers are required to offer
academic activities, and several states—in-
cluding California, Kentucky, and Mary-
land—have stepped up funding for after-
school programs as a key strategy to keep
children learning after the school bell rings.
After-school programs are also a preferred

environment in which to deliver “supple-
mentary education services” required un-
der the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002
for schools that show no progress in meet-
ing their Adequate Yearly Progress goals.

Yet despite the growing popularity of
academic interventions in after-school set-
tings, research has yet to address wheth-
er such interventions can be implement-
ed properly, whether elementary school
children are too tired to absorb rigorous
instruction, and whether teachers have
stamina to provide after-school instruc-
tion, much less whether such interven-
tions make a difference in test scores. The
scant literature on academic instruction
in after-school programs underscores the
lack of consensus about whether academ-
ics should be central to after-school pro-
grams, and if so, whether children will ac-
tually do better in reading, mathematics,
and other core academic areas. What is
lacking are studies that use rigorous meth-
odology to isolate the impact of academic
interventions in the after-school setting on
learning outcomes.

STUDY DESIGN
To help inform the discussion about
the role of after-school programs in
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boosting academic achievement, the
William T. Grant Foundation funded
MPR Associates’ researchers to undertake
a study, conducted in the 2005-2006 aca-
demic year, to evaluate the impact of READ
180—a promising, structured intervention
for struggling readers that was adapted for
after-school settings. READ 180, devel-
oped by Scholastic, Inc. and based on the
work of Dr. Ted Hasselbring of Vanderbilt
University, was released in 1999-2001 and
is now being used in about 10,000 fourth-
through twelfth-grade classrooms nation-
wide. The researchers selected this inter-
vention not only because it is suitable for
after-school programs and is designed for
struggling readers but also because READ
180 provides a clear way to organize in-
struction and reading activities. The adapt-
ed version of READ 180 for the after-
school setting requires that the 90-minute
model is reduced to a total of 60 minutes,
including three rotations: small group direct
instruction, independent and modeled read-
ing, and READ 180 software or computer.
This model was implemented after school
for four days each week.

To assess the impact of READ 180
on after-school attendees, MPR research-
ers collaborated with the Brockton Public



School District, a large, urban school dis-
trict in southeastern Massachusetts with
an ethnically diverse, low-income popula-
tion. In 2003-04, the District served more
than 16,000 students, many of whom read
below grade level according to the state as-
sessment, and each year schools in the
District struggle to meet their Adequate
Yearly Progress goals under No Child Left
Behind.

Once the 300 fourth, fifth, and sixth
graders eligible for the study received the
reading assessment and completed the
baseline survey, they were randomly as-
signed using a 50/50 split to either a treat-
ment group or a control group. All stu-
dents read below proficiency according to
Massachusetts™ state assessments. The re-
searchers ensured that only students as-
signed to the treatment groups received
READ 180, and that the prescribed dos-
age was delivered. Students were then fur-
ther grouped by the after-school supervi-
sor and the principal in each school into
twenty classes of about 15 students, typi-
cally from the same grade, and assigned to
a teacher who was credentialed and taught
in the same school during the day.

STUDY FINDINGS
Researchers measured the impact of

READ 180 on three sets of outcomes: at-
tendance in and attitudes toward the af-
ter-school program; self-efficacy, behavior,
and attitudes toward reading; and reading
skills in phonemic decoding, oral fluency,
word recognition, comprehension, and vo-
cabulary. The analysis also focused on how
the impacts differed among the grades, the
three schools, and some subgroups of stu-
dents. Because the District did not per-
mit the random assignment of teachers, it
was not possible to ascertain whether any
treatment/control differences at the end of
the year were due to differences in teach-
ers’ background, credentials, or other vari-
ables. The following presents the high-
lights of the evaluation results:

* READ 180 had a positive impact on stu-
dents attendance in the after-school pro-
gram. The findings indicate that READ
180 students, compared with those in
regular after-school programs, attended
the program more regularly and with-

drew less frequently. Also, survey data
and anecdotal reports from the teachers
and principals suggest that READ 180
students seemed more motivated and ea-
ger to participate in the after-school pro-
gram than the other students and that
the intervention enhanced their after-
school experiences.

Even though the teachers and researchers
observed that READ 180 students en-
joyed and seemed to benefit from their
participation in the program, overall
few differences were observed between
students in the control and treatment
groups in how they viewed themselves
as readers, their attitudes toward read-
ing, and their reading behavior. How-
ever, there were two exceptions: READ
180 students were more likely to indi-
cate that they were “good at remember-
ing words,” and, not surprisingly, to re-
port that they “read more books in [their]
after-school programs.”

The impact of READ 180 on oral read-
ing fluency, as measured by the DIBELS
(Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Lit-
eracy Skills) assessment, was positive and
significant although it varied by grade
and school. For example, fourth grad-
ers in two of the schools had substantial
gains in oral fluency (reading 10 and 12
words more than controls correctly per
minute).

READ 180 had a positive and statisti-
cally significant effect on word recogni-
tion, as measured by the TOWRE (Test
of Word Reading Efficiency) assess-
ment, with READ 180 students making
more than an average year’s progress in
word recognition skills compared with
the control group students. Combined
with the gains in oral reading fluency,
mentioned above, these findings suggest
that participation in the intervention led
to greater fluency by improving stu-
dents’ ability to read words more quick-
ly and accurately.

The results of the GRADE (Group Read-
ing Assessment and Diagnostic Eval-
uation) assessment indicate that there
were no statistically significant differ-
ences in the vocabulary and comprehen-
sion scores of the READ 180 and control
group students.

* READ 180 appeared to have its largest
impact on raising the test scores of stu-
dents who started the year with a low in-
terest in reading and on fourth graders.

CONCLUSIONS

Can a reading intervention delivered
after-school for 1 hour daily, 4 days a week,
for 1 academic year make a difference in
students’ academic achievement? Some
say probably not because the amount of
time students can spend in an after-school
intervention is too small to make a real dif-
ference. Others argue that day-to-day expo-
sure to a high-quality, engaging, and well-
designed intervention should indeed make
a difference because “something is better
than nothing.”

How do these findings inform the de-
bate about the role of after-school pro-
grams in boosting academic achievement?
First, the findings show that a relatively de-
manding, structured intervention, such as
READ 180, can be implemented with high
fidelity in the relatively informal environ-
ment of after-school programs. Second,
they show that elementary school students
can become highly engaged in academ-
ics in an after-school setting, so much so
that the learning itself actually motivates
them to continue attending throughout
the year. Third, the findings indicate that
a reading intervention can result in small
but positive gains in such reading skills as
word recognition and fluency, which may
bolster the beliefs of those who think that
after-school programs should offer more
academic content. Finally, this study un-
derscores the need for more data and re-
search on which interventions work, how
much, and for whom in the after-school
setting. In the meantime, strengthening
academics in after-school programs re-

mains a viable strategy.
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