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Background/Context: Under supplemental educational services (“supplemental servic-
es”), a parental choice provision of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), schools that 
have not made adequate yearly progress in increasing student achievement are required to 
offer low-income families free, afterschool tutoring. Existing research shows low attendance 
rates among eligible students and little to no aggregate effects on achievement for students 
who do attend.
Focus of study: We employ a framework grounded in examining the instructional set-
ting, or “instructional core,” and we draw on the unique contributions of qualitative re-
search to help explain the limited effects of supplemental services on student achievement. 
Specifically, we address the following research question: How can in-depth examination 
of the instructional core explain the impact of supplemental services on student learning?
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INTRODUCTION

Under supplemental educational services (“supplemental services”), 
a parental choice provision of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), 
schools that have not made adequate yearly progress in increasing stu-
dent achievement are required to offer low-income families the oppor-
tunity to receive free afterschool tutoring.1 There are a growing number 
of studies examining the impact of this intervention, and the trend is 
one of little to no aggregate effects of supplemental services on student 
achievement (Barnhart, 2011; Burch, 2009; Deke, Dragoset, Bogen, & 
Gill, 2012; Heinrich, Meyer, & Whitten, 2010). These same studies also 
show consistently low demand for supplemental services among eligible 
students (on average 12–17%), with even lower rates in rural schools 
(Barley & Wegner, 2010).

In this paper, we argue that consistently low attendance rates among eli-
gible students and limited effects on student achievement warrant a nuanced 
look at the core of the intervention: academic instruction in supplemental 
services tutoring sessions. We make this argument based on insights emerg-
ing from our ongoing mixed-method study of supplemental services in five 
urban school districts. In this paper, we employ a framework grounded in 
examining the instructional setting and draw on the unique contributions 
of qualitative research to help explain the limited effects of supplemental 

Research Design: Our findings draw on data from an ongoing mixed-method and mul-
tisite study of the implementation and impact of supplemental educational services in five 
urban school districts located in four states. Although this paper includes quantitative data 
from this study, analysis focuses on qualitative data, including observations of tutoring ses-
sions using a standardized observation instrument; semistructured interviews with district 
staff, provider administrators, and tutors; focus groups with parents of eligible students; 
and document analysis.
Findings: We identify two primary reasons for a lack of effects. First, there is a “treatment 
exposure” problem where most students receive far less than 40 hours of tutoring over 
the course of a school year, a critical threshold for seeing significant effects on achieve-
ment. In addition, there are discrepancies between an invoiced hour of tutoring and actual 
instructional time. Second, supplemental services has an instructional quality problem. 
Instruction lacks innovation; the curriculum typically does not align to that of the day 
school; programs do not meet all students’ instructional needs, especially students with dis-
abilities and English language learners; and there can be considerable variation in quality 
within the same provider.
Conclusions: Our findings lay the foundations for being able to not only establish best 
practices for supplemental services, but to suggest policy changes to facilitate these best 
practices and offer insights to a host of other parental choice, out-of-school time (OST), and 
accountability-based reforms.
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services on student achievement. Specifically, we address the following re-
search question: How can in-depth examination of the instructional core ex-
plain the impact of supplemental services on student learning?

We suggest new directions for research and policy relevant to all out-
of-school time (OST) programs, as well as parental choice interventions 
in general. These insights are particularly timely as Congress enters 
the reauthorization process for NCLB and states have been offered the 
opportunity to apply for waivers of certain requirements under NCLB 
where they must weigh the benefits and costs of such programs.

In-depth and rigorous analysis of supplemental services is not only im-
portant in improving access to and quality of this major instructional 
intervention, but is applicable to a broad spectrum of reforms in that 
supplemental services is part of an accountability movement firmly em-
bedded in the current educational policy context. In addition, we must 
continue to develop tools for looking inside all types of instructional set-
tings—including new ones, such as publicly funded OST programs where 
private providers provide a large portion of the instructional services—
and connect this analysis to existing instructional research.

POLICY CONTEXT

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the Bush Administration’s reau-
thorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, incorpo-
rates market-based, parental choice provisions that are similar in design 
to voucher plans proposed since the 1960s (Friedman, 1962). Under 
NCLB, districts not making test score targets for three or more consecu-
tive years must offer supplemental services to the parents of students 
attending “failing” schools. Supplemental services is free afterschool tu-
toring from a choice of providers, where tuition is paid for by the district 
out of Title I funds. Providers can be almost any type of organization 
(e.g., public, private, for-profit, not-for-profit, secular, faith-based, lo-
cal, or national) and offer services in a number of formats (e.g., online, 
software-based, in person, at school, at home, or in community settings). 
Although providers must complete an application process with the state 
and sign a contract with the district, these organizations provide tutoring 
services with very little regulation on program quality.

Thus, supplemental services has been described as “mini-vouch-
ers” where the axis of parental choice is on the provider level (Burch, 
Steinberg, & Donovan, 2007). Provider-level information such as format, 
curriculum, and tutor–student ratios is used as a proxy for knowledge of 
instructional practice and, theoretically, the ability of parents to choose 
the appropriate provider for their child turns on this information (U.S. 
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Department of Education [USDOE], 2005, 2008). Recently, many of the 
states that have applied for and/or received flexibility from the feder-
al government in implementing NCLB have asked to make significant 
changes to supplemental services or eliminate the requirement com-
pletely, while retaining or developing other models of OST instructional 
programs (USDOE, 2012).

FRAMING IDEAS

The nascent but developing theory of community organizing for educa-
tion reform draws heavily on social capital as a key theoretical construct 
to explain how low-income parents and neighbors build power and re-
sources to influence educational and community institutions. Social capi-
tal refers to the “network of reciprocal social relations” and the collec-
tive resources that inhere in them (Putnam, 2000) to enable individuals 
and society to accomplish their goals, make their lives more productive, 
and to potentially “derive institutional support, particularly support that 
includes the delivery of knowledge-based resources” (Stanton-Salazar & 
Dornbusch, 1995, p. 119; see also Monkman, Ronald, & Théramène, 
2005). We argue below for engaging a broader conceptualization of so-
cial capital than has predominantly been used in studies of organizing, 
as well as for integrating the concept of institutional scripts from neo-
institutional theory. Together, these constructs provide a more robust 
conceptual framework for understanding both the challenges and pos-
sibilities of organizing efforts to pursue systemic educational equity.

IMPORTANCE OF THE INSTRUCTIONAL CORE

First, we draw on existing research of instructional practices in K–12 
school settings (Coburn, 2004; Cohen & Ball, 1999; Elmore, 2004; 
Spillane, 1996). These studies, which vary in both foci and methods, 
generally explore the dynamics of instructional change internal to class-
rooms and argue for greater precision and attention to the importance 
of the interactive processes within classroom settings. Specifically, Cohen 
and Ball (1999) argued that in understanding why and how interventions 
contribute to improved student outcomes, researchers must attend care-
fully to the interactions within these dynamics—how students interact 
with teachers, how teachers view and approach tasks, and how instruc-
tional resources are employed in the setting.

Other educational researchers looking at the relationship between 
policy and classroom practice conducted studies along similar lines in 
arguing for greater attention to the instructional core (Elmore, 2004) 
and to the practices of teaching and instructional leadership (Coburn, 
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2004; Spillane, 1996). Their findings illustrate how educators’ work with-
in the instructional core is largely shaped by their interactions with and 
interpretations of the surrounding setting, policy frameworks, and other 
stakeholders (e.g., parents, private entities, and researchers).

While there is an abundant body of qualitative research that adopts the 
above framework for understanding day school classroom practices, it 
unfortunately has yet to be leveraged in research on supplemental edu-
cational services in particular, and market-oriented education reforms 
in general. Therefore, we use this well-established, nuanced framework 
for examining the instructional core, but apply it to the context of a 
market-based OST intervention, through the example of supplemental 
services. Specifically, the framework guides the collection and analysis 
of rich, triangulated data that includes detailed observations of tutoring 
sessions, in-depth interviews, focus groups, and archived documents, as 
well as statistical analysis from our quantitative team. This allows us to 
capture the dynamic interactive elements of the instructional core within 
supplemental services and it is invaluable in explaining the limited ef-
fects of such interventions.

EXISTING RESEARCH ON SUPPLEMENTAL SERVICES AND OUT-OF-
SCHOOL TIME (OST)

Existing Research on Supplemental Services

Although there has been little systematic research on the nuances of the 
implementation process and actual instructional landscape of supple-
mental services, existing literature does suggest some patterns in atten-
dance and effects. A number of studies document the problem of low 
attendance rates, which have leveled off over time and typically range 
between 12% and 17% of those eligible to participate (Burch, Heinrich, 
Good, & Stewart, 2011; Heinrich et al., 2010; Christina, Hamilton , & 
Zimmer, 2010; USDOE, 2009). Another common finding is that elemen-
tary school students are more likely to attend supplemental services than 
middle school or high school students (see Burch et al., 2011; Springer, 
Pepper, & Ghosh-Dastidar, 2009; Zimmer, Gill, Razquin, Booker, & 
Lockwood, 2007).

The second consistent finding in existing supplemental services lit-
erature relates to the impact of the intervention on student outcomes. 
There have been a number of studies on the part of districts or out-
side researchers that employ statistical research in order to examine 
the effects of supplemental services on student achievement. The over-
all trend in findings is one of little to no statistically significant effects 
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on student achievement (Barnhart, 2011; Burch, 2009; Heinrich et al., 
2010; Heistad, 2007; Springer et al., 2009; Zimmer et al., 2007; Zimmer, 
Hamilton, & Christina, 2010). When supplemental services do show an 
impact on academic gains, they are approximately a third of the effect 
size of similar interventions (Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey, 2008). An 
important insight from the broader literature on out-of-school tutoring 
programs, which is consistent with that of supplemental services eval-
uations to date, is that reaching some minimum threshold of tutoring 
hours appears to be critical to producing measurable effects on students’ 
achievement (as measured primarily by test scores) (e.g., Lauer et al., 
2006).

Quantitative data on the impact of supplemental services on student 
achievement offer valuable insight that helps us see the relationship be-
tween the inputs of supplemental services (money, time for additional 
supplemental instruction, etc.) and outcomes (i.e., student achievement). 
However, statistical analyses offer little purchase for understanding what 
happens between these inputs and outcomes. The data give us some 
broad measures of processes inside of classrooms, communities, and 
schools that might contribute to effects, but there is much more to un-
derstand about the particularities of how supplemental services is actu-
ally delivered in specific settings.

Unfortunately, qualitative research on supplemental services has been 
limited and, when present, largely descriptive, exploratory, and focused 
on the challenges of implementation in a context of limited capacity and/
or will on the part of district and state providers in informing parents about 
their options and in monitoring and reporting on the quality of tutor-
ing provided (see Burch, 2007b; Burch et al., 2007; Center on Education 
Policy, 2007; Fusarelli, 2007; Gill et al., 2008; Government Accountability 
Office, 2006; Potter et al., 2007; Sunderman, 2006; Sunderman & Kim, 
2004; Zimmer et al., 2007). An important limitation of existing qualitative 
research is the absence of context-rich data on the nature and quality of 
tutoring. The majority of studies were conducted far from the instructional 
setting and relied on the reports (through interviews) of providers, school 
administrators, and district and state officials. We view a sole reliance on 
interviews with policymakers, school administrators, and district and state 
officials on the nature of tutoring as a shortcoming.

Best Practices in OST

Although relatively little research has been done on best practices spe-
cific to supplemental services, prior research on OST programs tells 
us that quality programs are characterized by a number of particular 
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characteristics. First, a quality OST curriculum is content-rich, differen-
tiated to student needs, and connected to students’ school day (Beckett 
et al., 2009; Vandell, Reisner, & Pierce, 2007). Second, instruction is or-
ganized into small grouping patterns (no larger than 10:1 and ideally 
3:1 or less) and instructional time is consistent and sustained (Beckett 
et al., 2009; Farkas & Durham, 2006; Lauer et al., 2006; Little, Wimer, 
& Weiss, 2008). Furthermore, instructional strategies are varied (both 
structured and unstructured, independent and collective, etc.), active 
(not desk time, worksheets, etc.), focused (program components devoted 
to developing skills), sequenced (using a sequenced set of activities de-
signed to achieve skill development objectives), and explicit (targeting 
specific skills) (Beckett et al., 2009; Vandell et al., 2007).

In addition to elements specific to curriculum and instruction, quality 
OST programs not only hire and retain tutors with both content and ped-
agogical knowledge, but also provide instructional staff with continuous 
support and authentic evaluation (Little et al., 2008; Vandell et al., 2007). 
Lastly, research suggests the importance of OST programs actively sup-
porting positive relationships on the classroom level among tutors and stu-
dents (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Vandell et al., 2007), as well as between 
the program and the surrounding community (Little et al., 2008). In the 
absence of a rigorous research base specific to instruction in supplemental 
services, we draw upon research on OST in subsequent sections when ex-
amining instructional quality in supplemental services programs. This is 
an appropriate choice as, in many ways, the afterschool context is distinct 
from that of the day school because it occurs after school. Therefore, we 
draw on best practices literature specific to OST, as opposed to general re-
search on instructional quality or on tutoring within the day school hours.

METHODOLOGY

The findings from this paper primarily draw on the qualitative data from 
an ongoing mixed-method and multisite study of the implementation 
and impact of supplemental educational services. The central purpose of 
this study is to understand whether and how providing students with aca-
demically focused OST tutoring in reading and mathematics contributes 
to improvements in their academic performance, specifically in reading 
and mathematics. We are conducting this research in five urban school 
districts located in four states: Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Minneapolis, 
Minnesota; Chicago, Illinois; Austin, Texas; and Dallas, Texas. These 
five districts offer large sample sizes of eligible and enrolled students 
from a variety of demographic backgrounds. In addition, the Chicago 
context includes a district-run provider with considerable market share.
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QUALITATIVE APPROACH AND CASE STUDY

Qualitative case study research “involves exploration of a ‘bounded sys-
tem’ or a case (or multiple cases) over time through detailed, in-depth 
data collection involving multiple sources of information rich in context” 
(Creswell, 1998, p. 61). This tradition is well suited and widely used in 
the fields of education, urban studies, and political science (Creswell, 
1998; Yin, 1991). Case sampling—conducting multiple observations of 
tutoring practices for providers—was intended to help us see tutoring 
practices in greater depth. As noted above, the focus of research in a case 
study is the case, which becomes the unit of analysis. Our case was an 
analysis of tutoring practices across five districts, and 25 tutoring provid-
ers of varying formats, such as in-person, digital, at home, in-school or 
community settings, profit, and not-for-profit (see Table 1).

The provider characteristics used in our initial sample selection includ-
ed high market share, high attendance levels relative to other providers 
in the same district, two or more years providing supplemental services 
in the district, and equal sampling among digital, in-home, in-school, 
and community-based tutoring, as well as among for-profit, not-for-prof-
it, and district-provided. When possible, we also attempted to include 
providers that advertise that they target English language learner (ELL) 
populations and students with disabilities.2

DATA COLLECTION

Qualitative Data Collection Activities

The first two years of the study involved the following data sources:

• Observations of full tutoring sessions (n=94) use a classroom observa-
tion instrument (described below) designed to capture key features 
of instructional settings.

Total Profit status
Location of tutoring 

sessions 
Digital* Special services

 
For-

profit

Not-
for-

profit 

District-
operated 

School Community Home ELLs
Students 
with dis-
abilities

25 17 6 2 14 5 11 6 21 18

Note: Providers may fit multiple criteria.
*Provider included digital instruction as a consistent and purposeful element of its pro-
gram. (i.e., online or software-based).

Table 1. Qualitative Sample of Supplemental Services Providers (2009–2011)
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• Semistructured interviews with provider administrators (n=52) discuss 
the structure of instructional program, choice of curricula and as-
sessments, challenges in implementation, and choices in staffing.

• Semistructured interviews with tutoring staff (n=73) discuss instruction-
al formats, curriculum, adaptations for special student needs, and 
staff professional background and training.

• Semistructured interviews with district and state administrators (n=20) 
involved program implementation.

• Focus groups with parents (n=168) of students who were eligible to 
receive supplemental services, most with children currently receiv-
ing supplemental services, discussed supplemental services. Two 
focus groups of approximately 1.5 hours each were conducted 
in each site and translation was offered in Spanish, Hmong, and 
Somali (other than English, the primary languages spoken by par-
ents in these communities).

• Document analysis focused on formal curriculum materials from 
providers; provider staff training manuals; diagnostic, formative, 
or final assessments used; policy documents on federal, state, or 
district policies concerning the implementation of supplemental 
services.

Please note, these sample sizes (n) are cross-site and for the 2009–2010 
and 2010–2011 research years, upon which the analysis in this paper is 
based.

A central piece of our qualitative work is a standardized observation 
instrument we developed to more accurately capture the nature of the 
supplemental services intervention.3 Systematic analysis of structured ob-
servation protocols offers critical insight in the evaluation of accountabil-
ity-based programs (Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Drawing on Cohen and Ball 
(1999), our observation instrument is intended to measure instructional 
capacity—the capacity to produce worthwhile and substantial learning 
as a function of interactions between the numerous stakeholders in the 
implementation process, such as students and teachers, and instructional 
materials and technologies. The instrument has the capability of not only 
providing descriptive information on instructional materials and teach-
ing methods in use but also detecting the impact of different kinds of 
format, resources (curriculum materials, staffing, etc.), and instructional 
methods on students’ observed levels of engagement.

The observation instrument includes indicator ratings at two 10–15 
minute observation points, as well as a rich description in the form of 
a vignette, and follow-up information provided by the tutor(s).4 Once 
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OST Best 
Practice

Indicators in Cluster Average 
Rating

Curriculum that is 
differentiated to 
student needs 

Curriculum differentiated to ELL (3.2.11)
Curriculum differentiated for students with disabilities (3.2.12)
Show evidence of accommodations (3.3.10)
Check that ELL students understand (3.3.9)
Deal effectively with language barriers (3.3.14)
Inclusive practices (3.3.15)

0.57

Instruction that is 
varied (both struc-
tured and unstruc-
tured, independent 
and collective, etc.) 

Encourage students to solve their own problems (3.3.7) 
Actively facilitate discussion (3.3.12)
Choose what they do or how they do something (3.3.19)
Provide direct instruction (3.3.3)
Demonstrate/model concept (3.3.4)

0.56

Instruction that is 
active (not desk time, 
worksheets, etc.)

Actively facilitate discussion (3.3.12)
Community- family-linked (3.2.7)
Artistic/physical recreation activities (3.2.6)

0.14

Instruction that is 
focused (program 
components devoted 
to developing skills)

Cognitive/enrichment activities (3.2.5)
Clearly focused on instruction (3.3.11)
Students demonstrate understanding of a concept/skill (3.3.23)
Constructively critique/offer feedback (3.3.6)
Students focused/actively participating (3.4.10)

0.77

Instruction that is 
explicit (targeting of 
specific skills)

Provide clear instructions (3.2.9)
Indicate skill focus (3.2.2)
Communicate goals and purpose (3.3.2)
Demonstrate/model a concept or skill (3.3.4)

0.77

Positive relationships 
between tutor and 
student, as well as 
between peers

Listen actively and attentively (3.4.2)
Work cooperatively (3.3.18)
Engage in peer–peer tutoring (3.3.22)
Praise/encourage students (3.4.3)
Engage positively with students (3.4.4)
Student interactions positive (3.4.8)
Students respond to staff (3.4.9)

0.71

Tutors who have 
both content 
and pedagogical 
knowledge

Provide accurate answers (3.3.8)
Actively facilitate discussion (3.3.12)
Demonstrate/model concept or skill (3.3.4)
Clearly focused on instruction (3.3.11)

0.72

Student Engagement 
Cluster

Materials used by student in goal of instruction (3.2.19)
Discuss/ask questions about materials (3.2.20)
Listen actively to presentation (3.3.17)
Work cooperatively (3.3.18)
Choose what they do or how they do something (3.3.19)
Participate in structured discussions (3.3.20)
Ask why, how, or what-if questions (3.3.21)
Engage in peer–peer tutoring (3.3.22)
Demonstrate understanding of a concept or skill (3.3.23)
Push themselves intellectually, creatively, etc. (3.3.25)
Student interactions positive with one another (3.4.8)
Respond to staff directions (3.4.9)
Focused and/or actively participating (3.4.10)

0.57

Table 2. OST Best Practices Indicator Clusters
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observation data is collected, it is categorized into clusters of indicators 
organized by areas of OST best practice: varied, active, focused, targeted, 
relationships, tutor knowledge, differentiation, and student engagement 
(see Table 2). This clustering of qualitative indicators allows us to see 
which best practices are predominant in observations and which are rare 
or missing. Although the observation instrument ratings use a numeric 
rating system, the process is fully qualitative in terms of clustering the 
indicators under each best practice area. OST cluster numbers are cal-
culated by adding the total ratings for each indicator in each cluster and 
dividing that sum by the total possible ratings.5

Quantitative Data Collection Activities

The sample frame for our quantitative data includes eligible students, 
registered students, and those attending supplemental services in the five 
districts in our study. We draw upon elementary, middle, and high school 
data from the administration of standardized tests and administrative da-
tabases for managing supplemental services programs, as well as student 
transcript and demographic data from the districts. These data are used 
in constructing measures of receipt of supplemental services, student-
level controls to account for selection into supplemental services, and the 
outcome measures (i.e., changes in test scores). In estimating the impacts 
of supplemental services on student achievement, our quantitative team 
used an interrupted time series design with internal comparison groups 
and multiple nonexperimental approaches (value-added, student fixed 
effects, school and student fixed effects, and propensity score-matching 
models) to control for school and student time invariant characteristics.

Integrated Data Analysis

Case study is a research strategy employing triangulation with data, 
investigators, theories, and even methodologies (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). Indeed, our analytic process is part of our fully integrated mixed-
method research design where the quantitative and qualitative teams 
coordinate and collaborate at all stages of the study (design, collection, 
analysis, and dissemination). Specifically, the qualitative and quantita-
tive teams meet monthly to review analytical findings from both study 
components, direct additional data collection, refine analysis plans, and 
prepare dissemination of findings to stakeholders. Within the qualitative 
team, we developed and use common protocols by role group and in our 
observation of tutoring sessions. We use a constant comparative method 
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(both within and across method) to develop and refine our understand-
ing of patterns and dissimilarities in tutoring practices across providers.

Further, the same data are analyzed and discussed simultaneously by 
different researchers in an effort to consider and develop multiple inter-
pretations of events observed. Throughout the process, we seek to exam-
ine potential trends in the instructional setting that may help in under-
standing the shortcomings and challenges faced by the policy “in action.” 
Analytic codes are developed from these patterns and in response to the 
research questions, and then reapplied to interview, observation, and 
archival data in order to establish findings. As with any qualitative study, 
data analysis occurs both concurrent to and after the data collection 
process.

FINDINGS: THE NATURE OF SUPPLEMENTAL SERVICES INSTRUCTION

Qualitative research is uniquely suited to help us understand why we are 
not seeing significant effects on achievement from supplemental services. 
From our mixed-method study, we identify two primary reasons for the 
lack of effects. There is a “treatment exposure” problem (low attendance 
and actual amount of instructional time) and a quality problem (instruc-
tion is not systematically enriching or innovative, the curriculum does 
not consistently align to the day school curriculum, instruction does not 
equally meet all students’ instructional needs, and there is variation in 
program quality within providers).

TREATMENT EXPOSURE

If instructional capacity depends on the quality of interactions between 
teachers, students, and instructional materials, there first must be ample 
opportunity (i.e., time) for these interactions to occur (Cohen & Ball, 
1999). In other words, limited instructional time leads to limited instruc-
tional capacity. Therefore, this section will discuss issues related to treat-
ment exposure (amount of actual instructional time students receive) in 
supplemental services: attendance rates, advertised time versus the ac-
tual instructional time of sessions, and “attendance flux.” As noted ear-
lier, existing quantitative research on supplemental services consistently 
shows low take-up rates among eligible students of 12–17% (Heinrich et 
al., 2010; USDOE, 2009; Zimmer et al., 2010). The quantitative portion 
of this study builds on this research by separately analyzing the multiple 
stages of selection—registration, attendance, and the number of hours 
attended. For example, we found across multiple sites and years that 
Whites, Hispanics, and Asian Americans are significantly less likely to 
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register for or attend supplemental services, but if they attend, they are 
significantly more likely than African Americans to reach higher atten-
dance rates. ELLs, alternatively, are more likely to register and to attend 
more hours than non-ELL students.

Forty contact hours (hours invoiced by provider for an individual stu-
dent) appears to be a critical threshold for having a statistically signifi-
cant effect on elementary school students’ math and reading gains in test 
scores and middle school students’ math test score gains.6 If the thresh-
old for realizing any impact on academic achievement is at least 40 hours 
of attendance, our quantitative data offer important insight into why we 
may not be seeing effects. Looking at hours of tutoring across the five dis-
tricts in our study, we find that Chicago is the only district where substan-
tial numbers of students (56% of elementary students) receive at least 40 
hours of supplemental services. This is compared to 11% in Milwaukee 
and 14% in Minneapolis.

The maximum number of hours students can attend a supplemental 
services program (after registering) is influenced by two primary factors: 
the amount of per-pupil allocation for supplemental services and the 
hourly rates charged by providers. For example, in 2008–2009, Austin 
allocated $1334 per student for supplemental services, while over 70% 
of the participating students received supplemental services from a pro-
vider charging $75 or more per hour. At this hourly rate and with a bud-
get of $1334, the maximum amount of tutoring a supplemental services 
provider could offer a student was approximately 18 hours. In contrast, 
about 15% of students in Chicago were served by the district provider 
that charged $13.25 per hour in 2008–2009, and about 50% of students 
received supplemental services from a provider charging $50 or less 
per hour. Our quantitative analysis illustrates how lower hourly rates in 
Chicago led to students receiving more treatment.

Clearly, quantitative work goes a long way in explaining the lack of 
significant effects on student achievement, especially considering the 
findings that suggest a threshold of attendance for effects. But, in con-
junction with the quantitative work, our qualitative research offers critical 
insight into a more complex picture of “treatment exposure” that goes 
further in explaining low levels of effects on student outcomes.

Advertised Versus Instructional Time

Throughout our 94 observations of full tutoring sessions across districts, 
we consistently observed a difference between the advertised time of a tu-
toring session and the actual instructional time. Providers are required to 
advertise the average length of their sessions. Districts are invoiced at an 
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hourly rate, based on the time students spend in tutoring. In our sample, 
advertised sessions ranged from 60 to 150 minutes. Irrespective of the 
format, students received less instructional time than what was advertised 
by providers, although the magnitude of these differences varied by for-
mat. As displayed in Table 3, digital organizations most closely matched 
instructional time with advertised time. In school and community set-
tings, average instructional time was often considerably less than average 
advertised time: approximately 19 minutes in the case of school-based 
tutoring and approximately 38 minutes in the case of community-based 
tutoring.

Our fieldwork also offers insight into possible reasons for these discrep-
ancies. In school-based tutoring, the format necessitates administrative 
tasks (e.g., rosters, snacks, and transportation). In addition, tutoring ses-
sions at school sites have to compete with other activities (such as athlet-
ics), there tends to be larger numbers of students, and time is needed for 
students to transition from school dismissal to the supplemental services 
session. A school-based supplemental services tutor gave an example of 
these challenges. “By the time you go pick up the students and bring ‘em 
to your room, they lost about five minutes. You know? Then you pass out 
the materials. I probably have ‘em for about 55 minutes.”

Some community-based sessions also faced challenges with the logistics 
of transportation (e.g., handing out bus passes, making sure that stu-
dents get outside to meet the bus on time, or checking in with families as 
the provider picked up and dropped off students), which could limit the 
actual instructional time available. In addition, school and community 
settings often include food, which is not the case in digital or in-home 

Format Advertised Time
Difference 

Instructional Time Difference

Year 1 Year 2 All Year 1 Year 2 All Year 1 Year 2 All

Digital
67.5 
(N=6)

55 
(N=6)

61.3 
(N=12)

57.8 
(N=6)

54 
(N=6)

55.9 
(N=12)

-9.7 
(N=6)

-1 
(N=6)

-5.3 
(N=12)

Nondigital
90.6 
(N=50)

87.2 
(N=32)

89.3 
(N=82)

70.8 
(N=50)

70.2 
(N=32)

70.6 
(N=82)

-19.8 
(N=50)

-19.0 
(N=32)

18.7 
(N=82)

Home
64.3 
(N=14)

60
(N=4)

63.3
(N=18)

60.6 
(N=14)

55.3 
(N=4)

59.4 
(N=18)

-3.6 
(N=14)

-4.8 
(N=4)

-3.9 
(N=18)

School 
95.6 
(N=27)

91.2 
(N=25)

93.5
(N=52)

76.3 
(N=27)

71.8 
(N=25)

74.2 
(N=52)

-19.2 
(N=27)

-19.4 
(N=25)

-19.3 
(N=52)

Community
116.7 
(N=9)

90 
(N=3)

110 
(N=12)

70.0 
(N=9)

76.7 
(N=3)

71.7 
(N=12)

-46.7 
(N=9)

-13.3 
(N=3)

-38.3 
(N=12)

Table 3. Average Advertised Time Versus Average Instructional Time by Format, in 
Minutes
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sessions. Regardless of the reason, participating students may not be get-
ting the full instructional treatment in sessions where there are demands 
on tutors to conduct activities other than instruction.

Attendance Flux

Observation data indicated a large number of tutoring sessions had con-
siderable student mobility or “attendance flux,” as measured by com-
paring the number of students observed in Observation Point A (during 
the first half of the session) with the number of students observed in 
Observation Point B (during the second half of the same session). When 
these numbers differed, we counted this observation as having atten-
dance flux. Of the 63 observations with two or more students, 26 (41.3%) 
had mobility. Six out of the 26 sessions with mobility took place in com-
munity-based settings (6 out of 12 total community-based observations), 
and 19 out of the 26 sessions with mobility took place in school-based 
settings (19 out of 52 total school-based observations). One out of two 
digital sessions had mobility, and zero out of one home-based session 
had mobility. As noted above, the higher proportion of school-based at-
tendance flux may reflect competition with other school-based activities. 
Through observations, as well as interviews with both tutors and pro-
vider administrators, we know that school-based supplemental services 
programs often compete with other afterschool programs (e.g., athletics 
and clubs) for students’ time. For example, in one school-based tutoring 
observation, we noted a quarter of the session’s students leaving early to 
attend a school-sponsored club that meets weekly to improve students’ 
self-esteem.

“QUALITY PROBLEM”

Although treatment exposure may help explain the lack of effects of supple-
mental services on student outcomes, we argue that the central challenge of 
supplemental services is rooted in the details of instructional capacity and 
practice—the instructional core. None of the other elements of the supplemen-
tal services program (attendance rates, costs, and organizational structures) 
can make up for low-quality instruction. Again, we believe in order to under-
stand why and how interventions might contribute to improved student out-
comes, we must closely examine the instructional core (Cohen & Ball, 1999). 
Through this frame, we illustrate how supplemental services instruction lacks 
innovation, the curriculum typically does not tie into that of the day school, 
programs do not meet all students’ particular instructional needs, and there 
can be considerable variation in quality within the same provider.
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Instruction Mirrors Traditional Formats

The theory of action behind parental choice programs such as supple-
mental services is that less regulation gives programs the freedom to 
innovate. Despite this and the research on OST tutoring emphasizing 
the importance of varied and activity-based programming, the general 
model of supplemental services tutoring we observed tended to mirror 
traditional academic learning environments. In other words, rather than 
providing something innovative and active, supplemental services tu-
toring was based on teacher-directed instruction with reliance on work-
sheets and drilling. Our observation data illustrates these patterns, in 
that the “Active” cluster consistently received very low ratings (average = 
.14) and although higher, with an average of .56, the “varied” cluster had 
significant room for improvement (see Table 2).

There also were encouraging patterns in our observations of tutoring 
sessions. In most instances, we did find a learning environment focused 
on academic tasks and student learning (average = .77), and positive in-
teractions between tutors and students. Yet, although it may be possible 
for traditional instructional approaches to lead to quality OST programs, 
especially if other factors such as well-trained staff and small ratios are 
present, research on OST argues for differentiated programming that 
responds to students’ different learning styles or needs. While there 
was some evidence of tutors responding to students’ different learning 
styles (the “differentiated” cluster average was 0.57), these examples 
were mostly included as part of written structures such as workbooks and 
worksheets.

In addition, while students appeared relatively engaged in tutoring 
practice, the sessions themselves were largely teacher-directed. Students 
followed directions, but rarely had occasion to determine the nature of 
learning activities or engage with their tutors in thinking through the 
bigger questions behind the lessons (e.g., “What if the main character 
had not responded in the manner that she did to the central conflict?”). 
Lastly, while students often sat together at large tables or in pairs, there 
were very few opportunities for small group work or cooperative activi-
ties. We rarely saw students working cooperatively on a lesson or project.
Only two providers across the five districts incorporated project-based, 
student-directed activities as a regular part of their tutoring curriculum, 
although the degree to which tutors received training and/or followed 
through on multimodal instructional approaches varied. One of these 
two providers encouraged their tutors to devise lessons and activities that 
situated learning in the context of students’ cultures, which may include 
particular content areas or artistic forms. However, in observed cases 
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such as the example described in the following field notes, hands-on and 
multimodal activities could be undercut by a lack of classroom manage-
ment skills.

The computer lab is packed with students and tutors. Two groups 
of girls and one group of boys work on their digital comic strips. 
Today’s task is to edit digital pictures of students that were taken 
in poses for the comic strip that had been written by another stu-
dent. Each group has a set of pictures to edit. Tutors are actively 
helping the two groups of girls, who are working relatively qui-
etly, carefully, and intently, but no one is sitting with the group 
of three boys. Two of the boys are messing around on other com-
puters, which the lead tutor of the lesson finally puts a stop to 
about halfway through [supplemental services] time. Then there 
is a bit of banter between the tutors and the boys about sharing 
the editing work. By this point, most of the other groups are 
nearing completion of the task.

Tutor 2, who has been leading the students throughout the activ-
ity, encourages the writer of the storyboard to get more involved 
in the editing. Apparently there had been some misunderstand-
ing about his level of interest in the editing part of the process. 
Tutor 1 tries another approach, using logic: “How are you ever 
gonna learn if you don’t do it?”

Tutor 2 is growing impatient with the boys’ antics. He attempts 
to threaten them with the loss of free time: “Free time starts at 
when? 4:00. I will cancel free time.” However, free time is not 
cancelled; it actually starts around 3:55. A couple of the boys 
keep working on the project for a few more minutes when the 
other students begin playing computer games. The two boys in 
the group who have been off to the side most of the session never 
really get a chance to do any of the editing.

The second of these two providers developed a highly structured cur-
riculum around the pedagogical approach of multiple intelligences. 
While these curricular materials are not rooted in a particular culture, 
they depend on tutors leading students to skill development via various 
methods, such as visual, kinesthetic, artistic, and aural, as well as tradi-
tional verbal instruction and discussion. The following excerpt from an 
observation illustrates this approach:

The tutor led the students in a vocabulary hunt. The students 
gathered together on the carpet in the back of the room while 
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the tutor explained the activity. Each set of partners was to walk 
around the room and find three cards taped throughout. While 
looking through the room, they were to hold hands or lock arms 
at all times. Once a group had their three cards, they returned 
to the carpet. Some of the cards had pictures of a side of a coin 
or a symbol like $ or the cent symbol. The other cards had words 
on them such as “dollar,” “cent,” and “nickel.” The students all 
worked together to match the words with the appropriate symbol 
or picture. When they were done matching, the teacher asked a 
series of questions such as, “How much is a nickel worth?”

Instances of enriching, activity-based instruction, such as the one de-
scribed above, were exceedingly rare and, as noted, poor classroom man-
agement or pedagogic skills on the part of tutors could mute attempts at 
innovative instruction.

Qualitative interviews with stakeholders (i.e., providers, district ad-
ministrators, and parents) offer important perspectives on supplemental 
services, creating a further nuanced picture of instruction. In general, 
providers had a more positive view of supplemental services instruction. 
Some reported that the actual nature of their instruction was more in-
novative and enriching, for example, integrating arts and culture into 
instruction or drawing on their own experiences in areas such as creative 
writing or theater.

Many providers also cited the low ratio of tutors to students as enrich-
ing in and of itself. By tutoring a few students, the tutors feel they get to 
know the students, the academic areas in which they are struggling, and 
how to tailor their instruction to meet the unique needs of individual stu-
dents. In fact, we found grouping patterns in most tutoring sessions to be 
in line with OST best practices research (<1:10).7 Grouping patterns of 
1:3 or less were available in the majority of sessions (67/94 or 71%), and 
no tutoring session had a grouping pattern larger than 1:11. We found 
certain tutoring formats were more likely to have smaller grouping pat-
terns. Namely, home-based tutoring almost always involved a 1:1 group-
ing. Slightly over half of all other observations (i.e., excluding home-
based tutoring) involved some 1:1 grouping. Parents across districts 
expressed satisfaction with the grouping patterns in their programs. “In 
general, the tutoring programs have smaller teacher-to-student ratios. 
It’s a positive thing!” Although we can say with confidence that students 
in the supplemental services tutoring context are getting opportunities 
to work in small groups, and small groups offer instructional advantages, 
we do not feel a low tutor-to-student ratio by itself constitutes innovative 
instruction.
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In addition, providers talked about the connection a tutor can develop 
with a student’s family and teachers. Providers report regularly calling 
students and their families to check in on student attendance and in-
structional needs. Many providers also mentioned building relationships 
with students’ day school teachers to better understand areas in which 
students are struggling and how best to help them. One tutor described 
the important effects of positive relationships:

I cannot teach them everything they need to know in the amount 
of time that I have to work with them, but if I can make them 
realize that they’re capable learners, that they’re smart, that the 
world is interesting, that they’re gonna raise their hand more in 
class, they’re gonna pay more attention during the school day so 
that the school day teacher is more effective with that student.

When asked to describe a unique contribution of supplemental services 
to students’ lives, many tutors first mentioned the opportunity it provides 
to have another adult who cares about a student’s success.8 Our observa-
tion data corroborates much of this perspective in that tutors were con-
sistently observed “engaging positively” with students (average = .89) 
across all districts and formats.9 In addition, tutoring sessions had high 
ratings on a variety of related indicators such as “provide constructive 
criticism,” “encourage participation from disengaged students,” and “lis-
ten actively and attentively to students” (see Table 2).

Lastly, some providers cite their experience and ability to connect with 
students and their families as enriching to instruction. For example, one 
tutor described the following instructional interaction:

So I’m like, “Read to a tune.” “Ah, Miss, I can’t do that.” “Okay, 
well, rap to the tune. Whatever you have to do to read this.” And 
then when he gets stuck on a word, “Okay, sound it out. How 
would you say it if you slowed it up and you rapped it? How 
would you use it?” And usually that clicks in his head and he gets 
it. So he loves doing it that way. So we would do little assignments 
where, “Okay, next week I want you to go over what we just read, 
and I want you to give me a beat to it.” So when you come back, 
it’s pretty much he has it memorized because it’s like he made 
a beat to it, and now in his head he’s like, “Ah, I can read. Like 
I can really read this and understand it.” Because most people 
listen to music, but you don’t understand it. And that’s the way 
he is. He could read stuff, but he couldn’t really comprehend 
it. But when it comes to music, like he comprehends music, he 
understands it.
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In this example, the tutor felt her ability to connect academic tasks to 
rap offered a more enriching instructional approach, and one that was 
better connected to the student’s interests. Yet, as subsequent sections 
will discuss, this type of innovation is seldom systematized.

In contrast to the provider perspective, many district administrative staff 
felt supplemental services instruction tended to be traditional with a reliance 
on rote learning and drills. For example, one administrator commented, 
“Well it’s just that what they’re mostly doing is all generic. It’s all, ‘Oh, you’re 
in seventh grade? Okay, here’s your seventh grade packet. Here’s seventh 
grade [state test preparation workbook]. Start with worksheet 1 and go to 
worksheet 12.’ You know, and just go down the line.” Some districts also not-
ed that they do not have adequate staffing or authority to sufficiently evalu-
ate the quality of the supplemental services providers’ instruction. Similarly, 
parents felt the nature of supplemental services instruction was not innova-
tive and, in fact, in many cases lacked the pedagogical structure that may 
take place in a traditional classroom setting. Parents witnessed cases where 
the supplemental services tutors or instructors were disengaged, which led 
them to question the efficacy and rigor of the instruction. In some cases, 
parents were unaware of the instructional practices and requested more in-
formation from the providers beyond the individualized student reports. 
One parent described his child’s experience with a digital provider:

That’s why I’m sayin’ that with that [provider], she stayed after 
school and there was the promise of the laptop at the end. I 
wouldn’t do it again. Because the instructor didn’t seem to be 
engaged. She just seemed to kinda be waiting for it to be over. 
And the kids kinda seemed to be playin’. They were supposed to 
be doin’ work on the computer. I couldn’t see whether she had 
actually completed anything that was substantial.

When we did observe quality, enriching instruction in the supplemental ser-
vices context, it was atomized—the result of individual tutors, not provider-
level efforts. For example, one tutor described her process of integrating more 
enriching curriculum materials into her tutoring sessions:

I am not a big fan of [the provider’s] materials. I like to pick 
and pull—I’m not a drill-and-kill person. Just from my experi-
ence in the classroom. So a lot of the stuff that I pull is from 
Investigations. You know, from hands-on type curricular ma-
terial that was a curriculum that we had in the district several 
years ago. So that’s the main thing that I use for fractions. So we 
worked with pattern blocks and they got to use the manipula-
tives, and then I moved them to the more concrete.
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Similarly, another tutor described how he deviated from the provider’s 
curriculum to further engage one of his students:

It’s just whatever gets the job done, you know? A number of 
weeks this one child had been trying to bring his Transformers 
to the table where we were working. And his mom was always 
taking ‘em away from him. And we would begin every session 
rather upset because he didn’t have his Transformers. So one 
day I said, “Hey. Let’s work with the Transformers. You think 
you can teach Megatron® here how to count to 20?” And we did.

In yet another example, a classroom was observed where students ro-
tated between three tutors, each focused on a different skill set. One 
tutor worked on prereading strategies using a real telescope, video clip 
on constellations, and finally, a short reading passage. A second tutor 
did a math activity on fractions using M&Ms to chart color distributions. 
A third tutor used discussion around a collection of pictures to focus 
on science, specifically species classification. The tutors explained that 
although they sometimes use the provider’s formal curriculum as supple-
mental materials, they came up with this system and the activities on 
their own in response to the needs of their students. Their approach 
was enriching, but atomized. It was the only classroom at this school site, 
from this provider, that used a system of rotating stations.

When present, the high-quality and innovative instruction hoped for 
in parental choice programs such as supplemental services was atomized 
and was primarily a result of the motivation and abilities of individual tu-
tors, as opposed to the systematic efforts of an entire provider. Previous 
studies in the area of market-based educational reforms also have shown 
competition to result in conformity, as opposed to diversity and innova-
tion (Adnett & Davies, 2000).

Curriculum Is Seldom Aligned to the Day School

In addition to suggesting that instruction (the “how” of learning) is in-
novative and enriching, research on OST academic programs suggests 
that tutoring curricula (the “what” of learning) should align with that of 
students’ day school (Beckett et al., 2009; Vandell et al., 2007). We also 
know from research on the instructional core that the nature of instruc-
tional materials and teachers’ interactions with the curriculum are criti-
cal to instructional capacity (Cohen & Ball, 1999). Although alignment 
to common curriculum standards is important, we argue this does not 
go far enough. For example, if a district uses Six Traits Writing as the 
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structure of its language arts instruction, it is best practice for tutoring in-
struction to do the same. Yet, in our fieldwork, coherence between tutor-
ing and day school curricula was typically a default connection resulting 
from tutors also being staff at the students’ school. It was up to individual 
tutors to seek quality connections between students’ schoolwork and the 
content of tutoring sessions.

In the best of these instances, a tutor took advantage of these connec-
tions by frequently touching base with students’ teachers and, in some 
instances, accessing students’ special education Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs) if necessary. These connections were less likely to hap-
pen with digital and in-home formats, where tutors had less interaction 
with the school context. In these instances, curricular connections to the 
day school curriculum came through the student.

It should be noted that supplemental services sessions mirrored the 
day school in terms of content focus, with the majority of time spent on 
reading, language arts, and mathematics. In 49 of 94 observations (52%), 
reading and language arts was the focus of the intervention. Slightly 
more tutoring sessions included mathematics than reading sessions. In 
55 out of 94 (59%) of the observations, math enrichment was the focus 
of the tutoring session. However, this focus on reading and mathematics 
reflects the stated focus of the supplemental services legislation. In the-
ory, supplemental services is an intervention designed to assist schools 
in making adequate yearly progress on state assessments, which focus on 
reading, language arts, and math. Across districts, providers followed 
the letter of the law in terms of the instructional focus of programming.

Interestingly, in 15 out of 56 sessions observed (27%) in Year 1, and 
in 6 out of 38 sessions observed (16%) in Year 2, the explicit focus of the 
tutoring was test preparation activities. In Texas—a state that has explic-
itly adapted and expanded its day school materials to be closely aligned 
with content standards and the state assessment (Texas Assessment of 
Knowledge and Skills or “TAKS”)—students completed worksheets 
photocopied from the test preparation booklet for their grade level. 
Although alignment to curricular content (math, reading, and language 
arts) is important, it is not as nuanced as a provider aligning a curricular 
approach to that of the day school.

Stakeholder Perspectives on Curriculum

Again, our qualitative interviews with stakeholders offer a nuanced pic-
ture of the nature of supplemental services curriculum. Providers can 
develop proprietary curriculum, purchase packaged curriculum from 
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educational publishers, or draw upon curriculum in use by a district. 
Some providers were critical of the district curriculum and felt provid-
ers should offer a better product. Others felt the policy’s prohibition of 
homework help limits what nonschool staff tutors can do to align with day 
school curriculum. Yet, many saw the benefit of alignment. For example, 
one tutor explained, “You wanna hopefully give them activities that will 
review previous concepts that the teachers have already gone over, or, I 
don’t know, present them in different modes, or in different ways.”

Positive relationships between providers and principals led to greater 
coordination of tutoring programs. For example, one provider talked 
about the benefits of working in a school where the principal is support-
ive of supplemental services and is concerned with the success of their 
students. They felt a principal’s mindset influences the teachers they hire 
and the way they run the school.10 Providers and district administration 
in Milwaukee reported an improved effort to align curricula, partly as a 
result of a district policy where principals can identify “preferred provid-
ers” for their schools, which increased communication between providers 
and school-level staff. In addition, providers in Austin and Dallas report-
ed that alignment was enhanced because both the supplemental services 
curriculum and day school curriculum are highly focused on developing 
test skills for the state standardized assessment in Texas. They report-
ed using student-level data the district provides (i.e., state test scores) 
and conversations with classroom teachers to determine student needs. 
However, this does not mean day school and tutoring curricula progress 
through particular skills in the same order or speed.

District staff indicated the supplemental services curriculum should 
be aligned with the day school curriculum, but lamented a lack of com-
munication between providers and day schools. An administrator in one 
district described the importance of alignment, as well as what it would 
look like in an actual tutoring session:

If I’m a tutor, I would come in and say, “What’d you do in class 
today?” “Worked on polynomials,” whatever, or, “we worked on 
reading comprehension of a narrative story,” or something like 
that, and I would mine for some data. I wouldn’t, you know, say, 
“Pull out your homework assignment and let’s just work from 
that.” No, mine for data from the student, find out what’s going 
on in the classroom, and then see how you can connect the in-
struction that’s taking place during the tutoring session with the 
prior knowledge and experience that the student is getting on 
a regular class. I mean, that’s just basic 101 teaching, but, with 
no highly qualified teacher provision in [supplemental services], 
maybe some of the tutors didn’t get basic 101 teaching.
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This same administrator pointed out that such alignment requires 
structure as well as commitment from both the district and providers:

I got a couple calls from [supplemental services] site coordina-
tors this year who said, “I’ve got teachers that want to know what 
the students are doing in their tutoring sessions because they’re 
improving in the classroom.” And we didn’t have a systematic 
way to allow teachers to see what the individual learning plans 
were for students or to look at the progress notes that students 
were, that providers were writing up on students. So one of the 
things that we’d really like to do for next year is encourage pro-
viders to do a more rigorous job of providing feedback on the 
progress reports that they’re required to do four times a year.

Indeed, administrators from three of our districts specifically described 
putting structures in place to better facilitate communication and align-
ment between schools and providers. For example, one administrator 
explained:

We’ve had conversations with providers about alignment in the 
sense of letting them know very clearly what’s happening in the 
regular day. What the curricular side of our house has articu-
lated as the goals, and, you know, needs of our students at large 
and encouraging them to try to align their practices with those 
things. And so those things have been very formal and very in-
tentional. And other things have just been kind of informal con-
versations with providers on how you can, you know, navigate 
the school community and understand how to build those rela-
tionships. But it has all been toward the end of serving kids best.

Similarly, administrators in one district felt many providers were mov-
ing closer to alignment, partly as a result of the district’s action, such as 
requiring students’ tutors’ learning plans match district learning targets 
and opening up district professional development around curriculum to 
tutoring staff.

Despite attempts on the part of providers and districts, the overarching 
theme among parents was that supplemental services provider curricu-
lum is not fully synchronized to the day school curriculum. For example, 
one parent lamented, “Well, the services did a lot of good to my son. But 
at the same time I was finding it was not synching with the homework 
that he was getting from the school.” In many cases, students would work 
on one of the two subjects (language arts or math) and it would not co-
incide with what students were learning in their day school classrooms. 
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“[My son], he’s tellin’ me that they’re not covering any—it’s like totally 
different levels of what they’re studying [at school]. Here at the tutor-
ing it’s math, but it has no connection.” Many parents requested more 
cooperation between the providers and the school in order to bridge the 
content gap that occurs during the supplemental services.

Quality Instruction Is not Equally Accessible for all Students

Through observations, interviews, and focus groups we found that sup-
plemental services instruction typically does not equally meet all stu-
dents’ instructional needs, especially for students with disabilities (both 
physical and developmental) and ELLs. Such data shed important light 
on the nature of instruction, as well as possible factors in the limited ef-
fects on student achievement. This is a particularly critical insight when 
considering how important these two student populations are to one of 
the mandates of NCLB, an increased spotlight on accountability for sub-
groups’ performance.

According to providers’ advertised services, 21 out of 25 providers in 
our sample advertised that they could serve ELL students, at least in a 
limited way or for limited languages. Eighteen out of 25 (though not 
necessarily the same) providers advertised that they could serve students 
with disabilities, at least in a limited way or for limited categories of dis-
abilities (see Table 1). A major obstacle for providers was identifying stu-
dents with documented ELL or special education needs. Specifically, the 
majority of tutors we observed and interviewed did not have access to 
IEPs or district data on ELL identification. Most providers only knew of 
students with disabilities because their tutors were also teachers in the 
day school or parents notified them.

In addition to difficulties in identifying special needs, tutor capacity 
was an important limitation to the ability of providers to offer quality 
services to ELLs and students with disabilities. For example, our inter-
view and observation data, as well as our review of provider staff training 
materials, suggest that, with few exceptions, tutors did not have specific 
training or certification in working with students with disabilities. We did 
observe many sessions with certified teachers as tutors, and most teachers 
have had training related to students with disabilities as part of their cer-
tification process. In addition, many classroom teachers have consider-
able experience working with students with disabilities in their day class-
rooms, but we did not find training and experience with students with 
disabilities as a structured part of tutor training.



Teachers College Record, 116, 030301  (2014)

26

Similarly, we found examples of tutors who had training, certification, 
and experience working with ELLs, but only as a result of their teaching 
position in the day school. We also observed a number of bilingual tutors 
who might use multiple languages to clarify terms, but bilingualism does 
not equate to having been trained in teaching ELL students. There were 
instances of monolingual, English-speaking tutors experiencing lan-
guage barriers with ELLs, particularly in communicating with students 
who speak less common foreign languages (e.g., Somali or Vietnamese).

In addition to limited tutor capacity, we found the curriculum was rare-
ly formatted to accommodate the particular needs of ELLs or students 
with disabilities. For example, one tutor described using the same cur-
riculum with students with disabilities as with the other students, and the 
only instructional adaptation was she gave them more “one-on-one at-
tention.” In addition, existing curriculum was sometimes “slowed down” 
for students with disabilities or a lower grade level was used.

Stakeholder Perspectives on Students with Special Needs

In general, the providers felt districts do not have a systematic process to 
provide information about the status of ELLs or students with disabili-
ties. Yet, providers felt they still are able to provide services tailored to 
students’ individual needs. Many providers help ELL students by having 
bilingual staff. “I have not had very many students so far who struggle 
with language to the degree that it’s really been a barrier, and I take all 
comers. Um, there’ve been a few issues with Spanish-speaking families, 
I speak a smattering of Spanish, I’ve been able to work through family 
members, so again, it’s just a matter of that pragmatic approach, I just 
do what needs to be done.” But, only in very few instances did providers 
discuss using a specific curriculum or instructional strategies for ELLs 
or students with disabilities. Instead, they discussed accommodations in 
broad terms. For example, when asked what is different in how he ap-
proaches a tutoring session with students with disabilities, one tutor re-
sponded, “I guess everything—I mean in terms of what I’m planning on 
achieving for that lesson, how I behave, the speed with which we conduct 
the session.” Another tutor described her approach to working with a 
student with a learning disability. “With [student name] we started out 
doing the basic I do with all my kids, but it was just a little harder for 
him. So we changed it up. I simplified all of the questions that I was 
asking him and I broke down the concepts.” Although the tutor slowed 
down the instruction, it was not specifically differentiated to the student’s 
special needs.
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In contrast, district staff did not think supplemental services provid-
ers were responding to all students’ needs, especially ELLs and students 
with disabilities. Some district staff spoke about providing IEPs, state test 
scores, and information regarding student ELL and disability status to 
the providers, but the providers did not use this information to differen-
tiate their instruction. One district administrator said it was the provid-
ers’ job to find and train qualified staff who could meet students’ and 
parents’ language needs:

You want to provide services in [this district]? Get a multilingual 
staff, period. The people who are monolingual have no business 
in the business. This is who our district is, we are over one-fourth 
English language learners, we are almost a third [one-third] fam-
ilies who speak a language other than English in the home. You 
want to do business here, figure it out. I have no patience for 
that. That’s where these folks are choosing to do business; they 
have to figure it out, just like we have to figure it out.

While district administrators acknowledged the challenges in dissemi-
nating information about student language or disability status, many felt 
it was primarily the providers’ responsibility to figure out how to get the 
right services for students with particular instructional needs.

Understanding the quality of instruction means looking at classroom 
practice, but also listening to how students and parents filter these expe-
riences. Somewhat different from our observational data, many parents 
in our focus groups felt that their child’s needs were met related to lan-
guage and disability status. For example, one parent reported, “They told 
me things that they would do. Like give her time to talk when she needs 
to talk. If she needed to have a little more time for testing or something, 
that they would do that. They were pretty compensating about that.” 
Many parents actually approached the provider to inform them of their 
child’s disability. “I informed. But, the first day I went with [my daughter] 
and I just informed them of that.” They felt with smaller student-to-tutor 
ratios, supplemental services instructors were able to provide instruction 
that would service students with disabilities.

For the most part, parents also felt that supplemental services provid-
ers did an adequate job of addressing the instructional needs of their 
ELL students, but felt that information about the nature of the programs 
could be more accessible. While it is promising that many parents felt 
their students’ special needs were addressed by providers, our other data 
sources suggest considerable room for improvement in the quality of in-
struction for ELLs and students with disabilities.
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Variation Within Provider

Lastly, we observed considerable variation in instructional quality within 
providers. For example, sessions of very different instructional styles 
and quality were observed from one provider who offers services in both 
schools and homes. In a school-based session, the tutor worked with 
three students together for one hour on a variety of math activities, all 
focused on the same concepts around long division. This tutor was also 
the math specialist for the school and incorporated a number of activities 
and strategies from her day school resources to engage students in ac-
tive learning. On the other hand, a tutor from the same provider worked 
with one student at home for two hours. She was not a certified teacher, 
although had coursework and experience in tutoring. She relied exclu-
sively on the printed worksheets from the provider and jumped from 
concept to concept, even from math to reading, depending on the work-
sheet. The student was not actively engaged.

As this example illustrates, there is intra-provider variation in both in-
struction and curriculum materials, as they came from a variety of formal 
(website or materials directly from provider administrators) and infor-
mal sources (tutors’ own resources or students’ work from day school). 
The “in-use” curriculum often included formal materials, but was supple-
mented by materials from the tutor, which at times may be inconsistent 
with the formal curriculum.

The theory of action behind supplemental services is that variation 
between providers creates a competitive marketplace from which parents 
can choose the most appropriate program for their students’ needs. 
Variation within providers confounds the assumption that the axis of pa-
rental choice lies on the provider level, and also may complicate deter-
mining effects of the program on the provider level.

DISCUSSION

States and districts are spending billions of Title I dollars to implement 
supplemental services and a growing body of research is showing supple-
mental services to have little to no effect on student achievement. Why is 
this the case and how, if at all, does the lack of significant effects relate to 
the instructional characteristics of the intervention? We adopted Cohen 
and Ball’s (1999) frame of instructional capacity developed for use in day 
school classroom settings and adapted it for use in OST classroom set-
tings, specifically that of supplemental services. This frame helped us ex-
amine the components of this particular afterschool instructional setting 
that may influence broader patterns of limited effects and identify two 
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primary sets of characteristics: First, there is a treatment exposure problem 
(low attendance and instructional time not being maximized). Second, 
there is a quality problem (instruction is not innovative, the curriculum 
does not align to the day school curriculum, instruction does not equally 
meet all students’ instructional needs and there is considerable variation 
in program quality within providers). Our findings are not only impor-
tant to improving the access to and quality of this major instructional 
intervention, but are applicable to a host of other parental choice and 
accountability-based reforms.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND RESEARCH

This paper identifies and highlights the interaction of multiple compo-
nents within the instructional core of supplemental services: tutors, stu-
dents, and instructional resources (Cohen & Ball, 1999), allowing us to 
evaluate supplemental services against the best practices associated with 
quality OST programs (e.g., differentiated, active, varied, focused, and 
connected to the day school curriculum). We are developing more sen-
sitive measures of instructional practice that go beyond test scores and 
laying the foundations for being able to not only establish best practices 
for supplemental services, but offer ways to structure organizations and 
policy to facilitate these best practices. Based on this work, we offer a 
number of policy recommendations to improve both the quality and the 
amount of tutoring students receive:

• Establish minimum criteria (beyond simply referring to state stan-
dards) for aligning the tutoring curriculum to that of the day 
school (e.g., both providers and day school use Six Traits Writing 
for developing writing skills).

• Assess instructional quality using standardized observation 
tools and curriculum analysis that encourage enrichment and 
differentiation.

• Require providers have tutors on staff with demonstrated knowl-
edge of diagnosing and addressing the educational needs of stu-
dents with disabilities and ELLs.

• Structure hourly rates, per pupil allotments, and invoicing systems 
to ensure students receive at least 40 hours of instructional time.

Access to and quality of OST programs improve when there are coor-
dinated systems in place, facilitated by policy structures (Bodilly et al., 
2010).
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Classroom setting matters to student learning (Nye, Konstantopoulos, 
& Hedges, 2004; Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Therefore, in the current ac-
countability-based policy context, where reforms emphasize evidence-
based practice, it is critical we collect rigorous and nuanced fieldwork on 
the instructional setting. This qualitative focus on the instructional core 
does not replace quantitative analysis of outcomes, but instead enhances 
it by providing an in-depth examination of why we see (or do not see) 
certain effects across settings. Integration of rich qualitative data with 
quantitative analysis of outcomes must be part of the evidence consid-
ered in studies of large-scale interventions. When integrated, these two 
methodological lenses combine to offer a far more rigorous assessment 
of an intervention that not only addresses questions of whether an inter-
vention impacts student learning, but how and why. Ultimately, we urge 
both policymakers and researchers to attend to instructional setting—the 
core—so that we can truly understand dynamics behind interventions 
such as supplemental services, and provide the tools to structure, imple-
ment, and assess instructional quality of large-scale reforms targeting 
historically underserved students.
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Notes

1. The use of “supplemental services” in this paper is in specific reference 
to the portion of NCLB entitled “supplemental educational services,” which also 
can be referred to as “SES.”

2. However, obtaining a sample perfectly representative of these provider 
characteristics proved challenging. Limitations include reluctance on the part 
of providers, low numbers of providers with more than one year of service in 
smaller urban districts (i.e., districts that only recently had to start offering sup-
plemental services), and a limited number of providers in some sites that target 
ELL students and students with disabilities.

3. A copy of the observation instrument is available at www.sesiq2.wceruw.
org.

4. We conduct regular reliability training with the qualitative research team 
to ensure consistency in ratings. In each session, the research team rated the 
same video segment of an instructional session and went through each indicator 
to compare ratings. Validity of the instrument is ensured by the development 
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process, whereas its structure and content is based on well-tested, existing obser-
vation instruments for OST, existing literature on the best practices for OST, and 
the theory of action in the supplemental services policy. We continue to test and 
refine the data collection process as the study progresses.

5. Unobservable or not applicable indicators are omitted.
6. Springer et al. (2009) and Zimmer et al. (2007) likewise found more con-

sistent, positive effects of supplemental services on students’ math (vs. reading) 
gains in their studies of supplemental services in large, urban school districts.

7. By “grouping pattern,” we mean the allocation of staff to students for the 
purpose of instruction. Based on our observations, grouping pattern is a more 
accurate indicator of staffing resources than tutor/pupil ratio. To illustrate, two 
tutors may be assigned to four students (ratio = 2:4), but only one of the tutors 
might be involved in instruction (grouping pattern = 1:4).

8. It should be noted that homework was not done in the vast number of 
tutoring sessions observed. In approximately 13% of all sessions observed (12 of 
94 sessions), students attending supplemental services tutoring sessions worked 
on homework assigned by day classroom teachers.

9. “Engaging positively” means “staff have generally positive interactions 
with students. These interactions are constructive and supportive. Staff use af-
firming words and tone of voice, speaking in a manner that indicates respect, 
appreciation, and belief in the value and potential of students. Staff initiate in-
formal conversations with students and respond to students’ efforts to talk to 
them by showing interest and extending the conversation. Staff make an effort to 
build relationships with the students through a variety of means. Staff also move 
around to student work spaces, instead of staying in one place (i.e., their desk) 
the entire session.”

10. Similarly, Koyama (2011) found principals to be powerful actors in the 
interpretation and implementation of supplemental services at the school level.
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