The Ready by 21™ Quality Counts Initiative
Improving the Quality and Reach of Youth Programs and Policies
A Partnership of the Forum for Youth Investment, High/Scope Educational 

Research Foundation AED National Training Institute for Community Youth Work 

Overview

Communities across the country are committed to ensuring all youth are Ready by 21 – ready for college, work and life. In many counties, towns and cities this commitment has translated into an increased focus on building youth and community assets. However many places struggle to take the next step, because the pathway that leads from local institutions to youth assets has not been clearly laid out and because the policies that guide planning, resource allocation, collaboration and accountability often fall short of changing the regular experiences of disadvantaged children and youth.
To date, national efforts to improve the quality of youth programs and the reach of youth policies have faced one or more limitations. They a) focused on a limited number of high capacity communities, b) relied on heavy influxes of external capital, c) focused on specific capacities rather than system building or d) focused on a single system or funding stream. 
This new three-year joint initiative of the Forum for Youth Investment (the Forum), High/Scope Educational Research Foundation (High/Scope) and the AED National Training Institute for Community Youth Work (NTI) is designed to address these limitations. Quality Counts will provide communities with a bold challenge, an infusion of national and local momentum, and an accompanying suite of widely vetted policy-building strategies and research-based quality improvement tools and methods. These supports are designed to help local intermediaries
 and decision-makers improve the quality of programs and strengthen, integrate and extend the reach of local policies that guide resource allocation, accountability and workforce development. 

Goals 

The creation of shared priorities and data-driven planning and action are at the heart of the Quality Counts initiative. By helping communities generate data and build the capacity needed to reverse old ways of doing business, Quality Counts will provide local intermediaries with new tools as well as powerful new rationales for their existence. The initiative aims to increase community capacity at three levels: system wide, within intermediary organizations and among direct-service organizations. Specific change goals include: 

System-level change

· Development of cross-system quality improvement plans with links to accountability, resources and regulation
· Increased awareness and documentation of what is available for children and youth in the community
· Establishment of quality improvement systems that address workforce development needs and build shared language and expectations across youth-serving systems
Intermediary-level change

· Increased communications/convening capacity and reach across youth-serving systems
· Increased training, coaching, data collection and analysis capacity
· Increased policy advocacy capacity and clear links to local decision-makers
Organization-level change

· Increased staff knowledge of quality practices and principles

· Adoption of quality accountability practices

· Adjustments to program offerings that improve reach (e.g. content, times, locations)

Partnership
The Forum will manage the initiative and, using its Ready by 21™ framework will take the lead in helping communities engage stakeholders, assess leadership capacity, identify policy priorities and build momentum for quality improvement systems. 
NTI brings extensive expertise in strengthening local intermediary organizations, houses the field’s most widely used youth work training model, and represents a national network of field consultants. High/Scope brings research-based quality improvement methods, experience with public sector accountability systems and a web-based “e-tools” platform for customized training and data management applications. .
Each organization has worked in a wide range of states and communities and is familiar with the strengths and needs of local intermediary organizations. All are focused on creating effective, low-cost strategies to increase local capacity through coaching, train-the-trainer models, and peer network support. This unique partnership will improve local communities’ access to national resources by aligning and streamlining key approaches and tools.  
Over the course of the three year initiative, the partner organizations will:

· Provide limited financial support and deep technical assistance to 12 intermediaries and communities that are ready to create quality improvement systems;
· Share stories from the communities that are developing quality improvement systems with the field as their work unfolds;
· Produce a field-tested and documented process for developing a quality improvement system based on an affordable and accessible suite of tools, on-line resources and in-person trainings and technical assistance; and
· Provide information and light technical assistance to key networks and audiences beyond selected communities to ensure the tools and lessons are relevant and widely accessible to communities across the country. 
Support

Major support for the Quality Counts initiative has been provided by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation with additional support from the Atlantic Philanthropies. 
For More Information
For more information about the Ready by 21™ Quality Counts Initiative, contact Nicole Yohalem at the Forum for Youth Investment at 202-207-3333 or nicole@forumfyi.org. 
� Intermediaries can be nonprofits, provider networks, coalitions, community foundations, large direct service providers or city/county agencies. The common thread is they take on “intermediary” functions in support of quality improvement including convening, program development, professional development, program/resource coordination, advocacy or accountability. 





