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INTRODUCTION 

The Riverside Educational Center (REC) has been providing after school structured academic support services 

in Mesa County, CO, since 2006. With four new locations - Rocky Mountain Elementary, Orchard Mesa 

Middle School, Mt. Garfield Middle School, and Bookcliff Middle School - REC is reaching an additional 200 

students with high needs and opportunity to impact youth at the highest risk for poor academic outcomes. The 

number of extracurricular opportunities offered is extensive. REC’s current programming has many on- and 

off-site opportunities for youth participating in our programming. We have implemented open house events, 

including potlucks, parent training, field trips, and other positive youth development activities to build 

community around schools. We know that disadvantaged youth thrive in an environment that is safe, 

supportive, educational, fun, and provides community and social connectedness. We have the necessary skilled 

staff and community connections to support families and to connect them to resources in the community. 

In pursuit of our mission, the “Riverside Educational Center provides structured after-school tutoring and 

enrichment activities for K-12th students [..] to inspire improved academic achievement and foster positive 

social and emotional development in a safe and supportive environment.” 

 

EVALUATION OBJECTIVES 

REC as a whole has always sought to improve what we have achieved by means of feedback. At the end of 

every program year REC surveys students, parents, staff and volunteers. The questions on our surveys range 

from asking what was liked and disliked about the program, what was observed, feedback on support from 

others in the REC community, as well as open-ended questions asking for suggestions. Surveys are anonymous 

and mostly multiple choice with a space for comments with several open-ended questions. In this way, REC has 

received valuable feedback about what has worked, what has not, as well as new ideas for consideration. 

The objective of these surveys is for REC to hear from stakeholders and members of the REC community about 

what aspects of REC programming are effective and should be maintained and what should be improved or 

reconsidered. We send these out to all involved with REC programming to get a full picture from every 

perspective. The surveys are carefully evaluated at the end of each school year. REC administration and 

management (who are also surveyed) can improve and grow the program based on responses. Other forms 

of evaluation looked at to mark successes are direct feedback from stakeholders and successful collaborations 

with other organizations. 
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DATA COLLECTION 

As mentioned, REC uses surveys sent out to students, parents, staff, and volunteers at the end of the regular 

programming year. Surveys are anonymous in order to receive the most honest answers to questions. REC uses 

SurveyMonkey to create surveys, which are made up of mostly multiple-choice questions with a comment 

section as well as some open-ended questions. We have been refining individual survey items over the years. 

The questions are reviewed each year by administrators and managers to determine what questions may 

need rephrasing, are not needed, or what other questions should be included to receive the best feedback in 

order to improve programming for the following year and to get a good picture of the previous year from all 

perspectives of programming. Staff surveys include 20 questions with additional questions for managers and 

administrators, student surveys consist of 26 questions with 4 additional items for middle and high school 

students, volunteers are given 17 questions and parents 18 questions. Parent surveys are prepared in English 

and Spanish so that they are accessible to all parents. Surveys are sent out to volunteers, parents, and staff 

via email and text links. Parents can take the survey on paper copies if computer access is an issue. Parents, 

volunteers and staff are highly encouraged to participate in the survey and receive multiple reminders. Staff 

is available to help or provide computers as needed. Students are encouraged to take the online survey 

during programming time. We also received feedback from stakeholders and reports on collaborations 

throughout the year and we collected these stories to share as part of this report. 

 

RESULTS 

Student Surveys 

Student surveys consist of 26 questions with 4 additional items for secondary students. The survey begins with 

three open-ended questions in which students respond to questions in their own words. It then continues with 

multiple choice questions with space provided for comments. A total of 101 students participated in the 

surveys. Percentages calculated on Survey monkey may exceed 100% as students may have picked more 

than one option. 

Q1 asks students to list why they like attending REC programs. For students at the REC grant sites 

(Orchard Mesa Middle School, Bookcliff Middle School, Mount Garfield Middle School, and Rocky 

Mountain Elementary) students listed up to three items. Results ranged from favorite tutors, having a 

trusted adult, food being provided, seeing friends, having a safe space, enrichment, academic support, 

social/emotional support, and that they enjoy programming often referring to it as fun. The answers for 

all students indicate that REC programs provide a benefit to students, whether it be academic or in 
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providing social or emotional support and safe space to go after school. 

 

 

Q2 asks students how REC helps them. Most of the write-in answers refer to academic support. Students 

list homework help, grade improvement, staying on track in school. Other answers include social 

emotional support (things such as confidence and help with bullies being listed), social skills, and having a 

safe space to go after school. Survey results indicate that students feel they are benefitting from 

programming in a variety of ways, whether it be academic or more social/emotional. The word cloud 

below illustrates the phrases most commonly found in students’ answers.
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Q3 is another open-ended question asking students what comes to mind when REC is mentioned. 

Responses for this question range from the academic (tutoring, homework, learning) to the social 

emotional (a positive place, mentoring, having a trusted adult in tutors, fun), to enrichment (activities, field 

trips, learning new skills) aspects of programming. Again, these answers all reflect the positive impact 

they feel in how they associate REC with positive things. 

 

 

Q4 moves to multiple choice, asking if students feel they do better in school or get better grades after 

attending REC. 83.17% of students answered positively saying yes, a little or a lot. Meanwhile 11.88% 

of students were not sure and 2.97% said no, not much as well as 1.98% saying no, not at all. The 

reason for this could vary. While a majority of students attend REC for academic support, some attend 

primarily for the social/emotional piece or because it is a safe space. These students may already be on 

track and so for them the benefit is not academic as they do not necessarily need the academic support 

and tutoring does not always improve their grades as they are on track already. This may account for 

some student responses being “no, not much” or “no, not at all.” Rather, the benefit for these students has 

been in the social aspect or in having a safe place to go.  
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Q5 asks whether students feels safe at REC. The vast majority of students answer positively. However, as 

the survey allowed a variety of responses, some students chose a more nuanced answer and 4 listed “no 

not really.” The fact that 97 out of 101 students chose a positive answer along with written responses to 

the questions indicates that REC does feel like a safe place for students. Student safety is a priority at 

REC. The 4 responses of “no, not really” appear to be secondary responses to their initial yes response. 

This may be for a variety of reasons. Students might associate the physical space at the schools with 

negative events happening during their school day or they might associate the school environment with 

traumatic events in their past. 



Evaluation Report 

Page 6 

 

 

Q6 is in regards to tutors, asking if tutors provide an appropriate level of support. Again, the 

overwhelming majority responds positively. 
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General Feedback 

At one of the sites we serve, Orchard Mesa Middle School, which is a school with many risk factors in the 

student population, the school counselor reached out to REC with some positive feedback. The counselor spoke 

to REC’s Community Outreach Coordinator after working closely with her on additional family support for 

some of our shared students and said that they were very happy to have REC at OMMS. She told her that she 

had been hoping for a long time for a program like REC to come in and provide academic support and a 

safe space for students, which is exactly what REC does in the eyes of the school. It is also reflected in the 

student surveys as mentioned in the survey evaluation above.  

Staff at sites have also written to administrative staff to share success stories throughout the year. One such 

email from a staff member relates some of the struggles students are going through and that in the midst of 

these struggles, REC has provided a benefit to them. The email is as follows:  

We are working with so many students that are going through some great challenges in 

the form of tragedy, abuse, loss and/or abandonment. Two students are dealing with 

moms that are in prison or will be going to jail. My heart is just sad and yet (happy) due 

to REC they have a safe, loving, caring atmosphere they can come to. The hugs they give 

us because they look forward to coming to REC and our attendance says it all. Per 

[student name] today she shared with me that she was so sad and angry earlier, but 

thought about attending REC later this afternoon made her so happy! That makes my job 

so rewarding. 

We received several more emails from site managers sharing success stories at their programs. Here is 

another example:  

[Student name] lost her mother about a year ago and when she started at REC last 

August, she was struggling emotionally. [Student name]'s grandmother repeatedly thanks 

us for all that we do for her and that she truly believes that going to REC has helped 

[student name] during this difficult time. Grandmother also has said how much she loves 

the tutors she works with. 

 

Collaborations 

REC relies on many community partnerships and collaborations to provide a variety of resources and exciting 

opportunities for students. From providing healthy snacks to resources for families and fun diverse enrichment 

activities, REC is always seeking to provide new and exciting opportunities for growth and learning to students 

and families.  

One of the most frequently mentioned factors in student surveys as to why participants like REC is snack. At 

REC we know that after a long day at school and a sometimes very early lunch, by the time students arrive at 
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programming, most of our students are hungry. Food insecurity at home, as mentioned in a few surveys, is also 

a risk factor for some students. REC providing a healthy snack with four components (meat/meat alternate, 

veggie, fruit, grain) and milk help refuel our students so they can do better on their academics and give 

homework assignments their undivided attention. To provide each student with a healthy snack, REC is part of 

the Colorado’s CACFP (Child and Adult Care Food Program) program under their at-risk after school snack 

reimbursement program. REC purchases a variety of healthy options that meet the four components required 

by the state and serves these to students. Providing a healthy meal to students in the after-school hours in 

addition to exposing students and educating them about healthier food options that they might not have been 

familiar with previously. It is a well-known fact that students thrive when they have their basic needs met, 

including nutrition. REC is able to fulfil this need through the snack program as well as through partnerships 

with the local Food Bank of the Rockies (FBR). Students or families struggling with food insecurity can connect 

to REC staff who will arrange for emergency supplies from FBR to be distributed to help these families and 

students in need.  

REC has also partnered with another local organization. Kids Aid provides free non-perishable meal bags to 

students to take home for weekends through their “Backpack Program”. Kids Aid makes food bags available 

to students at District 51 schools. Bags or backpacks include items like mac-n-cheese, peanut butter or canned 

goods. The program struggled with low enrollment through the school district. Students and families wanted to 

avoid stigma during the regular school day and declined help that might have been needed. As a work-

around to this, REC partnered with Kids Aid to provide bags to all of our students without singling out 

individual students or families. Most of our families are at-risk and low income and the schools we serve have 

high free/reduced lunch rates, as does our enrolled population. While food insecurity is more of an issue for 

some students than others, all students get a bag and thus it is just seen as part of our program. REC has 

partnered with Kids Aid in the past and was able to renew our collaboration at our new 21st Century sites. 

These “backpacks,” the food from FBR, and the healthy snack program all help to meet student’s basic need 

for nutrition so they can focus on their academics and enrichment activities. 

Last year we started a collaborating with “The Farm,” which is the Community Alliance for Education and 

Hunger Relief (CAEHR). The Farm is housed at CSU Extension’s agricultural site. CAEHR provides free 

programming to REC students as part of their community outreach program. Through this partnership, students 

have had a chance to go full cycle and learn about food from seed to final product as part of REC’s 

enrichment curriculum. Students planted seedlings, which they then had the opportunity to transplant and care 

for at The Farm. Last year students were able to harvest their own produce, which they then “sold” to REC 

families at a nominal price at our own little farmers market. Students learned about the plants they were 

planting and caring for, learned care of plants. They picked up business and math skills when they set up and 

ran their own farmers market for their families. This also helped provide low cost fresh and local produce to 

families. REC is planning to continue this partnership with CAEHR, taking on the next step once The Farm’s test 

kitchen is completed. We will be able to set up basic cooking classes for students and families who will be 

learning how to prepare the fresh produce they grew at The Farm. Educating them once again about healthy 

nutrition and cooking as well as providing a basic life skill to help them in future. 

In addition to providing families and students with healthy food options, transportation is another hurdle we 

are helping overcome for our students. REC now owns six 14-passenger buses that we use for transportation 

home from programming and for enrichment field trips. REC owning these and having them available for 

programming have been huge contributing factors to our successes this year. With the buses, we have been 

able to take students out on a variety of enrichment field trips and outdoor activities, something many of our 



Page 9 

students did not have access to previously. For many students it was the first time they went out on a hike even 

though the Grand Valley and all of its opportunities for outdoor recreation is in our families’ backyard - so to 

speak. Transportation at the end of the day is also a great barrier to our program that we were able to 

eliminate. Many of our students are only able to attend because we can provide transportation at the end of 

our programs. Transportation can be a major issue for many of our families. Students in need of 

transportation are bused home by REC staff at the end of the night and dropped of at their homes, ensuring 

they arrive home safely at the end of programming every day. REC has received overwhelmingly positive 

feedback from families about the transportation provided. It allows students to attend and benefit from 

programming and parents know that their children will make it home safely at the end of the evening. 

A final exciting collaboration we are looking forward to in this upcoming year is the new Assistant 

Superintendent of Mesa County Valley School District 51 joining REC’s Board of Directors. The current 

Superintendent had shown interest in joining REC’s Board to strengthen and support ties between REC and the 

District, but due to time constraints this was passed on to the new Assistant Superintendent. Although REC has 

had a working relationship with the School District 51 since the start, some challenges remain. Building use at 

the school level has been a challenge at a couple of our sites. We have the necessary support from school 

district administrators, but it can be difficult for external organizations to work effectively within the 

framework of the District’s bureaucracy. This collaboration with the Assistant Superintendent coming on board 

at REC, will help strengthen ties and hopefully help streamline processes on both the District and school levels. 

Having the support of District 51 is also part of our sustainability plan long term as we hope for the District 

become a long term financial supporters of REC to provide programming at District 51 schools. We are 

looking forward to helping all students of Mesa County Valley School District 51 achieve success together. 

 

Staffing Successes and Challenges  

As mentioned, REC has been in operation since 2006. However, we used to operate on a much a smaller 

scale. REC used to consist of three programs. Now we serve students and families at nine locations, including 

the four program locations that are 21st Century Community Learning Center sites. One of the learning 

experiences of the expansion last summer was staffing. With a larger staff and many positions to fill, we 

have had successes as well as challenges that come with rapid growth. We have taken the successes and 

challenges and learned from both. At the end of our first year and start of our second grant year we feel we 

are in a much better, stronger place when it comes to staffing and all of our programs will benefit in the 

coming year. 

Some of our staffing challenges were more evident at some sites than at others. REC previously had around 

30 staff at all of our programs, which served a lot less students. With the grant, we had to do a significant 

amount of hiring in a short time beginning on July 1st, 2018. We had to be ready for programs to start in 

August. REC began by hiring manager positions. From there we moved to hiring site staff positions. We scaled 

up staffing at the sites as enrollment grew. The hiring pool of qualified applicants for part-time positions 

proved to be not as extensive as we thought. We did hear from other organizations in the community that 

hiring qualified individuals often turns out to be a challenge. We were able to fill most new management 

positions before the training week we had set up. While we had organized staff trainings before, we had to 

completely restructure the trainings to prepare staff for new sites. Two positions were not filled until halfway 

through the training. The program start day was coming up fast. The two managers who started later than 

expected were our new site managers for the REC programs at Dos Rios Elementary School (another REC site 
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under a different 21st Century Community Learning Center grant through School District 51) and Bookcliff 

Middle School. While the new managers did come recommended and with impressive skill sets, it would turn 

out that managing the REC programs at their respective sites was not a good fit. Both had a promising start 

but quickly their programs began to falter. Even with additional support from the administrative team, it 

became evident that the issues present were not going to be fixed under the leadership of the current 

managers and the difficult decision to let these individuals go from their manager positions was made. The 

slow start to the program year and issues with the program structure also hindered recruitment and student 

efforts at our sites as we worked to try to address the issues and work on improvements. We slowed down 

our recruitment efforts at the two programs until we could ensure an appropriate program structure and 

adequate supports for all students at those sites. The new manager at Bookcliff Middle School did have the 

skills required but had an uphill battle even with administrative support to get the program and students back 

on track after a consistent lack of program structure. Because of that, we halted new recruitment efforts until 

the program met our internal quality standards part way through the second semester. We put a lot of effort 

into recruiting students then to meet our attendance goal, but it would have been easier to without the time 

lost at the beginning of the year. At our Dos Rios Elementary School site, it was similar with that first manager 

leaving in December and the new manager taking over for the remainder of December. The second manager 

also had to work to get the program on track for much of the second semester, but was able to do so faster. 

However, the responsibilities and additional work load of the management position at REC in addition to a 

full time job at the school became too much and the Dos Rios Manager asked to step down, which required us 

to find a 3rd site manager for that site for the remainder of the school year starting in March. We were 

successful with that and we were able to provide high quality programming to Dos Rios students. By the end 

of the school year with the 2nd Bookcliff Middle School Manager and the 3rd Dos Rios Elementary Manager, 

we finally feel we are in a good position to meet all of our recruitment and programming goals for next year. 

In December we encountered an additional challenge. The manager of REC’s Orchard Mesa Middle School 

site stepped down as she was accepted into a master’s program. She thought the workload of both would be 

too much and had to give up her position at REC. This put us in a difficult position to try and fill the position 

without much notice in December to continue programming without too many distractions for students. A tutor 

at that site asked to be considered for the position. She also held a full time position at the school and seemed 

to be a promising candidate. We decided to give it a chance, although previous policy at REC programs was 

not to employ staff who are also full time staff at the school in a management position. The workload always 

seemed to be too much as they had less time for preparation and could not attend important staff meetings. 

As we were in desperate need of a manager, we decided to disregard our previous policy and take this 

individual on. As in the past it did not work and by March the program was suffering and we had to look to 

finding our 3rd manager for the Orchard Mesa Middle School site. We did find a highly qualified candidate 

who was able to transfer from one of REC’s other sites and begin to turn the program around and get it back 

on track. So while the first year was off to a rough start at a couple of REC’s new sites, we are looking 

forward to next year. We will be ready and in a much better place for student recruitment and overall 

program quality under the skilled and trained management team we have in place now. 

After staff challenges throughout the year, by the end of the first year we reached success with staffing as we 

had learned from previous mistakes. REC now has a strong set of highly skilled and qualified individuals 

leading our programs and strong site staff to support them. REC has also implemented site leads as a new 

position this year. Site leads are site staff who are highly capable and able to support or fill in for the 

manager. Also to help prepare for a stronger second year, now that we have a strong skilled set of 

managers in place after a year of some challenges with staffing, our administrative staff has developed a 
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week full of trainings designed to get our staff ready for success. We will be bringing in outside experts to 

facilitate many of the trainings. We will continue to offer professional development opportunities for site staff 

with the objective that if we have well-trained site staff, it will support the manager and help overall program 

success. Some of the training we are providing will offer additional support in the areas of classroom 

management, behavior management, student de-escalation, safety and security, people/communication styles, 

among others. We are addressing topics staff have asked for in addition to the already required trainings 

we provide. The intensive week of trainings will prepare new and returning staff for the upcoming year. 

Having strong returning staff going into our second year will also help improve program outcomes. With a lot 

of returning staff members, we should be starting up fully staffed. This should also help with student 

recruitment. We will be able to focus our efforts from the beginning of the school year and get numbers up 

for this coming year. We plan to continue trainings throughout the year to support our staff and provide any 

resources we can to ensure our staff can continue to be at their best - providing quality programming for 

students.  

Another REC staffing success reached by the end of the year was with our Youth Leaders. These are students 

who started at REC as students and decided to work at REC after as high school seniors or after high school to 

give back to their community. This model has been very successful as a win-win for everyone involved. REC 

adopted the Positive Youth Development model and involves the Youth Leaders in the planning and 

development of new programs and opportunities for current students. Our Youth Leaders have received 

training throughout the year and have worked as tutors with our students at all our programs. Students in the 

REC program currently look up to our Youth Leaders as they are closer in age and have gone through the REC 

program. They understand where students are now. Our current students love engaging with the Youth 

Leaders who provide a positive role model students can identify with. In addition, Youth Leaders share their 

experience and input as well as gain new skills on the job and receive professional training through REC. It is 

a model we plan to continue beginning with middle school students. We want to provide them with the tools 

needed become the next Youth Leaders, so by the time they are at the end of their high school career, they 

can choose to stay involved with REC and make a difference in many other students’ lives. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In REC’s first year under the 21st CCLC grant we had many successes and challenges, both of which we have 

taken as learning opportunities to grow and improve. Finishing our first year in a much stronger place and 

having the experience of the first year, we have better understanding of the grant and what it takes to 

continue to grow and improve our programs. Feedback and evaluations have given us target points on which 

to focus and move forward now that we have a strong structure in place and an experienced team that 

learned many lesson during the first year as 21st CCLC grantees. We are now in a great place to start our 

second grant year on track to reaching our goals and continue providing high-quality programs to students 

and support for their families to help them achieve success.  


