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Findings from research indicate that one of the most significant factors affecting youth program quality is the availability of competent, well prepared youth work practitioners. Worker competence is routinely reported as resulting in higher program quality and outcomes for children and youth across youth work settings (Burchinal, Howes, & Kuntos, 2002; Gable & Halliburton, 2002; Cost, Quality and Child Outcomes Study Team, 1995; Knoche et al., 2006). Thus, promoting the development of a competent out-of-school time (OST) youth work workforce results in higher program quality which in turn, facilitates the development of youth participating in these high quality out-of-school time (OST) programs.  

Many leaders in the field believe that one important way to ensure that youth are interacting with highly competent workers is through youth worker certification. A national competency-based certification program, administered by the Child and Youth Care Certification Board (CYCCB), has demonstrated with a large sample international study that youth worker certification is associated with better performance on-the-job (Curry, et al., 2009, Curry, Eckles, Stuart, & Qaqish, 2010). Indeed, a report by the CYCCB revealed that youth workers who successfully completed certification requirements were 2.7 times more likely to be among a program’s top performers (Curry, et al., 2011). 
The CYCCB certification program consists of three primary competence measures: (1) professional judgment exam; (2) supervisor assessment of worker competence; and (3) portfolio assessment. In addition, applicants must provide information regarding experience and training in five major competency areas--professionalism, applied human development, cultural and human diversity, relationship and communication, and developmental practice methods. The competencies upon which the certification was developed have been determined to be congruent with the Core Knowledge and Competencies for Afterschool and Youth Development Professionals adopted by the National Afterschool Association (NAA) (CYCCB, 2011; NAA, 2011). For additional information regarding the CYCCB certification program and the major assessment components see www.cyccb.org and Curry et al. (2010). 
Despite evidence that professional development (PD) programs such as certification can promote positive outcomes for youth, a number of barriers may exist that impede successful implementation of these programs. For example, Vance (2010) indicates that because of the transient nature of many workers in the OST field, many employers are reluctant to invest resources in PD. With this in mind, Asher (2012) recommends that the bulk of PD resources should be directed to full-time salaried site managers who see themselves as youth development professionals since they are more likely to stay in the field longer; when compared to part-time employees who may not have the same investment in youth work. A major challenge for PD practitioners in OST is how to effectively address the PD needs of both full and part-time workers. The reader is referred to Gannett, Mello, & Starr (2009) for a comprehensive review of a number of benefits and challenges to credentialing systems. 
From a strengths-based perspective, it is important to identify factors associated with successful completion of PD programs. Data from the CYCCB, indicate that only 27% of workers who initiate certification, complete the certification process. This suggests that efforts should be undertaken to identify factors that help or hinder successful completion of certification. 

Research Question and Description of Research Project

The primary research question was: What factors help or hinder successful completion of national certification? To help best answer this question, a qualitative approach was used to gather in-depth information from OST workers regarding their perception of the value of certification and factors that supported or hindered successful completion of certification.  This included their perception of how participation in the certification process may have enhanced learning, development and job performance.     

Two methods of inquiry were used: (1) two focus groups were conducted; and (2) twelve individual OST workers were interviewed by telephone. The sample for the two focus groups consisted of three categories of OST workers from Texas and Pennsylvania: (1) workers who completed CYCCB certification, (2) workers who initiated the CYCCB certification process but did not complete certification, and (3) those who have not initiated the CYCCB certification process. Similarly, four OST workers from each of these three categories were interviewed by telephone. Ages of the participants ranged from 25 to 63 and all but two were female. Slightly more than half (53%) of the participants identified themselves as White, 34% African American and 13% Hispanic. Education level was diverse with 33% indicating no college degree, 29% baccalaureate, 21% associate and 17% a master’s degree. 
The interview questions for both the focus groups and individual interviews were similar consisting of eight areas of questions (see appendix). Research participants were provided a $35.00 stipend for participation. Both of the focus groups and all of the individual interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis. Content was collated from the focus group discussions and interviews and organized according to each question for analysis and identification of themes. The research design, including the questionnaire format and informed consent procedures, were approved by the Kent State University Human Subjects Research Institutional Review Board.  

Findings
Consistent with findings from the NAA national survey of OST workers in 2006, respondents indicated a high level of interest in professional development activities. However, the participants’ familiarity with the CYCCB certification program varied-as might be expected from the sample selection according to the research design. Many of the participants were made aware of the availability of the certification program through training that was provided by a Board member of the CYCCB.  Most of the participants did not believe that the typical OST worker is aware of the CYCCB certification program and there is a significant need to “get the word” out about the program to various stakeholders including other workers, supervisors and directors, parents, the community and legislators. Following describe a number of themes that emerged pertaining to the value of certification and factors helping or hindering successful completion of certification.  Participant comments pertaining to each theme are provided. 
Perceived Benefits of Professional Development and Certification

There was overwhelming agreement from the participants of the importance and value of professional development. Some of the participant comments emphasized that there is a great deal of variability in the education, training and experience of those in the field. In addition, the importance of ongoing learning and the benefits of learning from other OST workers were highly valued.  A few comments included:

“Extremely important!  New people in field not familiar with it, even if teacher.  Having baseline expectations around field is important since people from all walks are in the field.”
“It helps to better train youth workers and afterschool workers, especially since what we come across is, we’re part-time work and aren’t as competitive with full-time wages so oftentimes our staff are not as trained as say a teacher in a classroom; so this gives them the opportunity to get that training that they need and to better serve the families.”

“It’s very important! So that professional development, whenever you can get out there and get it, it’s good to have because you meet a lot of people you’re always going to be able to learn more or learn something new, so I think it’s very important.  And I think it should always be available.”
A number of benefits specifically related to certification were also identified. These included (1) a common baseline of competence; (2) increased motivation and a sense of accomplishment; (3) enhanced mindfulness; (4) a signal of one’s commitment to professional youth work, (5) being part of something bigger; (6) valuing the learning as an end in itself; and (7) increased recognition and the importance of advocating for certification within and outside the field. These seven articulated benefits were sometimes tempered by an awareness by some of the respondents that certification may not be as highly valued by some supervisors, administrators or the general public. Thus, indicating a need for advocacy on a local, state, and national level for an effective PD and credentialing system. 

The variability and inconsistency of preparation of the workforce and the importance of having a common baseline of competence for the field was the first theme that emerged.
“I think it’s important because basically anyone can have the job as long as you’re not a criminal, and why would you put anyone working with kids, I mean I just think about, no offense but young college girls who don’t care, it’s just something that they do, well that’s not going to do well for the company, it’s not going to do well for the kids.  How are you going to teach them anything and how are they going to have fun if you just don’t care? “

“I think we should all be on the same page at some level.  Teachers have to be certified, why can anyone go into an afterschool peer program, why can anyone go into a daycare?  There should be some level of common knowledge.”

“…it helps to assure the community that we know what we’re doing and that we continue to do it.  And too, that they’ll see results through it, and as a parent myself, I want to be sure that the people working with my children are the most qualified if I’m not able to be there myself and watch them. “ 

“I think that’s important, too, that allows the public…., because some people don’t look at childcare … sometimes they look at it as I just need somebody to take my baby and drop my baby off and somebody to keep my baby; so they don’t look at it sometimes as being a profession, it’s a profession but not like when you don’t have a degree or something.  So I think people sometimes look at it like well they don’t have a degree so it’s not really important, but in all aspects to me it’s really important if I have a degree or not because you’re working with somebody else’s child and you’re working with children and so I think it’s very important.  The more certificates, and I think it allows people to see that you’re serious about it.”
Increased motivation and a sense of accomplishment, confidence and empowerment was another theme that was mentioned.

“It gives us that drive, or that goal to go for.  I mean if you can accomplish it, it makes you feel better as an individual, and not only as an individual, it lets you know that you’ve made a step forward.”
“…. made you work, really made you investigate the person that you are, like I think my biggest deal was the portfolio because you really have to, it wasn’t something that you could just turn in, you really had to do research, you had to work.  You really had to think about the questions to really make it happen.  So I wouldn’t say it hindered, it made you strive harder; at least it made me strive harder. “ 

“when I passed the test, I was ecstatic.  I was just very happy, you know?  It’s a good feeling.”
“Very important, it gives you another way to define your skill set. Having certification gives you the ability to advocate for yourself. I think then it has the ability to build the whole field where I think if we have certified workers it means something (we have education, competence). So, I think it becomes a tool for us to advocate and makes us more confident in our own abilities or maybe more aware of our competencies. So, I think it is very important. “

“I think it’s going to help me to feel good to know I’ve gone through it you know, it’s not like it’s just one or two steps and you’re done, it’s a lot of hard work and I think when I sit down and I complete it and I get through everything, I’m really going to feel really good about everything. “ 

“It definitely gave me some confidence that I know what I’m doing.  I think that it’s helpful for my supervisors in that they can count on me because of what I’ve learned and come to me in a situation if they need advice or another site manager who maybe hasn’t had that much training. “ 
“I got my certification, I passed and I thought I couldn’t.”  
Increased awareness/mindfulness was another benefit often cited. Going through the certification process helped the participants become more reflective practitioners and increased their ability to better conceptualize the good work that they do. 
“Well, I think particularly from the very beginning it helped me be aware and brought attention to things that I haven’t thought about.  Sometimes you are so busy working that you never really take time out to think about what it is you really do.  So I think for me from the time I took the initial exam to when I actually started to complete the portfolio it put me in a place where I could connect what it is I learned through my education and my trainings and how it correlates with what it is I do every day.  When I took the test I could actually relate to the scenarios but it wasn’t until then that I knew how to put a name to what it is that I do.  I never reflected back to think about these are the steps I take to deescalate a student—before the test I just thought of it as time-out. I think this process really was valuable in assessing what I did well and areas where I could reevaluate and do things differently.” 

“It’s made me more efficient because of that, too.  When you’re more mindful about what you do and you know the meaning and the reason for it, for example the documentation or the building of those relationships; then you’re, if you understand the why, then you’re able to be more efficient and carry it out more. “ 

“You’re going through the certification process, not only would it be a benefit for the self-assessment like I said but the supervisor assessment, if you pass then obviously they had awesome things to say about you.  I believe part of it is you do a self-assessment and then you match that with a supervisor’s assessment of your work, I would think that would be a reinforcing element, letting you know that you are good. So yes, that would be a positive knowing whether or not you have that gauge on …..  yourself and others.”  

Completing the certification was viewed as a signal of the seriousness of one’s commitment to professional youth work. It also brought attention from supervisors and administration of a worker’s skill set. 
“It was a part of our professional development, it wasn’t something that was required, it was something that was encouraged and our employer was very interested in us participating in it and completing the certification process, so I would say it’s pretty important, that they were impressed with you, it wasn’t something that ……. but for those who did it built confidence in them.”  

“It definitely gave me some confidence that I know what I’m doing.  I think that it’s helpful for my supervisors in that they can count on me because of what I’ve learned and come to me in a situation if they need advice or another site manager who maybe hasn’t had that much training. “ 

“…it was taken very seriously, we had to get those supervisor assessments and all those evaluations and then the portfolio itself, we had to really reflect back on our experiences and give honest, real-life examples of how we’ve used the information learned in the course which showed that we’ve learned valuable information from the course and that made it clear that what we learned in the course made it perfect for real-life examples and when we follow up with what we’ve learned, we’re able to see benefits.”
“I don’t think before I was going through the certification process I don’t think my direct supervisors were really taking time to think about what it is that I do and how successful I am.  There was a time period that I was never even really evaluated; there was no performance evaluation on what I did. So it allowed me to have an opportunity for my supervisors to critically think about what it is that I do and see that there is a value to it.  And that there is a level of importance to it—this gave an opportunity for the supervisor to identify my value by answering the specific questions from the certification. “
A comment from a supervisor - “Letting the worker see themselves as a professional. It is a morale enhancer. It lets them know that you take them seriously as a professional and you want them to have this credential. “

There was recognition by many of the participants involved in the certification process that they are now “part of something bigger.” There is a profession of child and youth work and this could be a possible career.  
“Because there are so many people across the board that you know, it’s not just afterschool care, there’s other youth care, it was kind of a unifying thing to know that there’s other people out there working with similar children and, children and families, and it helps you know that you are part of something bigger than just your afterschool program, because you kind of get tunnel vision when you’re out there every day in the field  but it’s nice to get away and realize there’s a bigger picture out there, that there’s much more going on than just your afterschool program you know?”  

“It was nice for me personally to see all of the trainings and courses I had taken being put toward something that may lead to making the child care field more important overall, even if it was just a certificate.”

“Boys and Girls Club taking efforts to ensure people know youth worker is a career. Learned and opened eyes to what else needs done in field, including providing technical assistance, professional development, etc.”

“It’s given me insight as to how serious people are in this profession.  Going through the class I got to see a lot of things that you hear about but I got to see about how people really take this serious with the youth and helping to develop them to become something positive in society.”  
“It really helps you realize that they are really serious about this certification and so it’s not like oh, you just go take a class and then they give you a paper saying you’re certified.  It, to me, states that this is important and this is joining the field of professionals. “

“I know that ____ goes all over the country educating people but I mean just keep on that and get more people to realize the program and that we all can have a commonality.”

“…… has allowed me to have awareness of what is going on in other areas of child and youth work including conferences that I can take advantage of.  Also the actual certification process helped me to create and maintain affiliation with member-based programs which created networking opportunities and a sense of community.”
A comment from a supervisor-“For the first time they began to see themselves as a professional and say wow!, this is a profession or moving towards it. And that was a worldview changer because up until then they did not see themselves as part of a profession but people who just held a job.”  
That’s it, that’s what I want to do, that’s what I want to do!!!

Some participants valued the learning from training and other professional development activities more than the certification itself. This may be one reason why some participants do not follow through with completion of certification. 
“It’s kind of like I said before, I feel like the information is the most important thing to the individual worker.  The certification, that depends on the personality, if they really, really go for the completion, if they really need the certification to say that they’ve gone through something, to me that’s not as important as just getting the information, that time in class, that conversation that we have, the discussions.  But I understand that a lot of people find that really satisfying.” 

The need for advocacy to promote the certification initiative and increase awareness of its importance and recognition within and from outside the field was often mentioned as an important goal of certification; but also expressed as a disappointment with its current status within the field. 

“Wow! I have to honestly say that I don’t know that it necessarily has (referring to how certification has helped one’s career).  I think there is my own personal satisfaction that I get for knowing that I made it through the process and holding myself accountable for new learning experiences and trainings, and the quality of which I do things.  But I don’t think it helped me in any professional growth or promotion.  And I think that is where we really need to work.  Quite frankly, I don’t know that people know what the certification is.  As an Executive Director at _____  it is on my name badge (referring to the CYC-P initials) and I recently had the VP of Childcare ask me what the initials stood for behind my name.  I took the opportunity to tell her and about the certification process but she wasn’t even aware of it and she had been working for many, many years in the field and works with all these child and youth programs and had never heard of it.  After I explained it all to her she told me that was very interesting but that she had never heard of it. So that’s where I think it is important to get the word out and help people understand how it could be a benefit. The certification is excellent but if others in the field don’t even know what it is it becomes meaningless.”
“….I do know this needs to be advertised and marketed because people don’t recognize it and we are an actual certified program and we’re dealing with a lot of certified teachers…..”
“Y’all do a good job, it’s really not, and I guess my biggest thing is people don’t really know much about the program.  So more advertisement to make it available to others or whatever, because like I said, I didn’t really know much about it until Ms. ___ brought it to the ____ staff and at first I was hesitant but I’m glad I went on and went through it because I’ve learned a lot and it has helped me to see others like myself who have a heart for kids.”  

“From a supervisor’s experience, that’s where we lack—they need to see the importance of having quality people.  I think you get what you pay for and a lot of these programs have employees that are making minimum wage—they are students, people that are in part-time situations so supervisors aren’t thinking about that individual and the education and training they need to do what it is they do every day.”

“I think we need to ask parents how important it is to them to have someone who is certified.  From a parent and guardian perspective I think this is very important and successful.  I think from the employment role it is too.  From the community perspectives as well as the supervisors—they need an understanding of what the certification is and what it means.”
“I would like to see more on the state and local level to collaborate and communicate about the national certification.”
“Right now I’m still at the same job, I’m sure if I went to another job they would definitely look at that (referring to the CYC-P certification) and I think that they would like to see that and probably would want to learn more and I think that the general community and the general youth care population needs to be more educated about this and realize that there is a program and realize that we all can and we all should be on the same page.  I definitely think a lot of people are still in the dark and the more light we can shed on that, the better.”

“I would like to pursue the certification for myself. I would love to see the national certification program working with a national agency to really spread the word because if agencies and organizations that provide direct service aren’t aware of the benefits of national certification, then I don’t want to say it’s meaningless but it’s difficult for those who have been certified to advocate for themselves because even though they have gone through this rigorous process, employers aren’t recognizing what it is. So, I feel like there has to be recognition for what the certification really is.” 

“I hope and pray the program continues and is taken more seriously by policy setters and the profession as a whole!”
Barriers and Supports to Completing Certification
The major categories of perceived barriers to completing certification were identified as (1) a feeling of being overwhelmed by the required paperwork; (2) a lack of time to complete the certification requirements; (3) feeling intimidated by the test; (4) the number of years of experience to qualify for certification without a degree; (5) a lack of support once the training ended-right before the test; and (6) feeling confused by the process-unsure how to proceed and a need for a way to track your progress toward completion. 
The amount of documentation required by the certification program to ensure professional competence posed significant hurdles for some applicants. Some of the participants indicated that they felt overwhelmed by the paperwork; often struggling with identifying the specific training that pertains to the appropriate competency area and being dependent upon others within the organization to assist with the documentation. 

“It seemed a little bit daunting, how in-depth the certification was at the end of the class and getting all of those different components together and I understand that it means that it’s thorough and that it’s a full certification and it looks at many angles of you as a professional caregiver; but I mean it seemed, it seemed intimidating….”

“It’s a “pain in the butt” to try to get a supervisor to get the paperwork back to you. 

From the supervisor’s perspective, it is labor intensive for the supervisor and interferes 
with the work day” There are so many demands on your day as an administrator.”

Insufficient time to complete the certification process while juggling job and other demands was frequently cited by the participants.

“I mean for us, the biggest issue was the timing.  There are never enough hours in the day, So maybe offering more online parts of the training or maybe even taking advantage of social media like blogging or things like that to the course.”  

“The biggest factor was the time and getting the paperwork back from others” It’s being dependent on other people to get things done…with so many other things going on and since it’s not required by the state….”

Some of the participants indicated that they were intimidated by the test. For some, it has been a long time since they were in an academic setting and test taking environment. 
“It’s hard for me because it’s hard for me to test, you know?  But me passing it was like wow, you know because I really wanted to do it but I just didn’t get it done.”
Some of the participants identified a deterrent to certification being the CYCCB eligibility requirement of five years of experience to qualify for certification with no academic degree. Five years is a long time to wait to be eligible for certification. Yet, perhaps it can be goal to work towards if workers can be connected with other PD opportunities such as entry-level certification provided in many states. 

Another barrier identified by those who were involved in professional training in preparation for subsequent certification was a lack of support once the training ended and right before testing/initiating certification process. 

“it seemed like we had a lot of support right up until the test.  And then when the packets came out, there wasn’t that additional support to push us like somebody said, to keep us motivated, because when you get that packet and you start to go through it, if you hit a point of frustration, because we’re all so busy, you just push it to the side, okay I’ll just deal with it later.  And then you don’t come back and follow through.”

“The supervisor I had back then wasn’t very keen on change, and really didn’t particularly care for it and so wasn’t very supportive.”
Support for PD was not encouraged for all staff. Some administrators did not see the value in providing professional development and promoting certification for staff viewed as “likely to leave the organization.” An intervention (PD) that could promote workforce stability and a higher quality program was sometimes provided to a select few. 
“To do the training was very expensive and the bottom line is the executive director didn’t see the value in it because the direct staff for the most part were earning at or just above minimum wage so in order for her to make sense of that I was the only one who was able to participate. - I guess what I’m saying is that the overall attitude in youth work isn’t necessarily that it’s important for everyone to have these skills or professional development. I certainly think that the direct service workers can certainly see this as a profession but I think that there is still some misnomer that we are glorified babysitters.”
“I think in theory they (administrator) would say they do (see the value PD) but working within the constraints of a tight budget and having to make all things function, the top priority is to have the directors trained and certified. But, it doesn’t trickle down to the direct service providers.”  

Some of the participants indicated that they were unsure of the process for certification at times and suggested that the CYCCB provide a mechanism for applicants to track one’s progress and providing online resources as support.  

Other perceived supports and suggestions for completing certification included (1) self motivation, a passion for the work and a desire to be recognized as a professional youth worker; (2) inspiration from a mentor (sometimes the training instructor); (3) support from co-workers; (4) support from the supervisor and administrator; and (5) communication by the organization that participation in the certification is something “special.” Providing online resources including a way to track one’s progress toward certification was also suggested by several participants as a way to support applicants’ progress toward completion of certification. 

Self-motivation and a passion for the work were identified as key factors promoting
“Supervisor supportive in going through classes and test, but completing certificate required self motivation, which can vary.”
Inspiration from a mentor was stressed-someone to carry the banner for certification and professional development. A number of the participants that were involved with training prior to certification mentioned the impact of a good trainer. One trainer in particular was mentioned as being inspirational. 
“There’s the information and skills learned in training but perhaps more important is how the trainer inspired us to seek certification-to continue our professional development. ____ was inspirational!”

Support within the organization from the supervisor and co-workers were often cited.  A sense of “specialness” for participation was communication from some organizations. 
“And I think as an agency, we’ve got much support, because we were like the pilot program group, and a little bit of leeway was given because we were taking it offsite and long hours, and they understood that and were very, very supportive.  We tend to meet as groups, and we would work on things together and they would give us a place to meet and the time to meet – it was amazing the support that we got from the agency and from each other as a group.”
“Knowing that if we were on something, and we were struggling, and somebody would say, oh I’ve got that, let’s meet together, let’s discuss it, let’s talk about it, if it was something we were all struggling with it, we have the resources here as a agency to be able to go to someone and say we know you haven’t been through this course, but you have years and years of experience, what do you think this means, or what do you feel this is?  Help us get through this, and they would.”  

“Having a company that supports is key or having it required by the state would be a key so that the companies are required… it because doing it on your own while still trying to earn a living will pose a challenge. “

Improving the Certification Program

The research participants identified a number of suggestions that could improve the CYCCB national certification program based upon their understanding of factors affecting successful completion of the program. Many of these suggestions involve a collaborative effort among a number of key individuals including workers, supervisors, directors, trainers, researchers, CYCCB personnel, leaders of professional associations, legislators and many others to advance the field. Continued advocacy for the national certification initiative, the OST field and the broader profession of child and youth work (CYW) is essential. 
Discussion/Recommendations
This study focused upon the OST workers’ views pertaining to professional development and certification. A number of benefits and recommendations for promoting the certification initiative were identified by the study participants. A major benefit of increased recognition of CYW as a legitimate profession was emphasized but also stressed was the recognition that few within and outside the field even know that the CYCCB certification program exists at this time. A major educational and advocacy effort was repeatedly recommended by the participants. It is important to note that a number of leaders of various national CYW professional associations (including the National Afterschool Association, Association for Child and Youth Care Practice, American Association of Children’s Residential Centers, National Partnership for Juvenile Services, Child and Youth Care Certification Board, and the National Staff Development and Training Association of the American Public Human Services Association) recently engaged in formal discussions to promote a nationally-linked professional development system. These discussions are in the very early stages but are perhaps creating the opportunity for harnessing combined CYW resources to promote a broad field and emerging profession of CYW (the largest human service profession); thus, providing opportunities for many dedicated and caring OST practitioners to be “part of something bigger.”
While this research captured the voices of a number of OST practitioners, one promising area of future research should emphasize the parents’ and communities’ perspectives on the CYW workforce and certification. Services by child and youth workers contribute significantly to American communities and society. Children and youth comprise approximately 25% of the U.S. population. When combined with other CYW fields, CYW workforce is estimated to be as high as six million (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2003). CYW has a significant effect on the U.S. economy; directly as a result of the size of its own workforce and indirectly by enabling parents to confidently participate in the U.S. workforce. 
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Examining the Perceived Value of National Youth Worker Certification

Introduction Script Read to Individual Interview and Focus Group Participants

Hello, my name is _____________. Thank you for participating in this research to help us gain a better understanding of the perceived value of national youth worker certification and factors that help or hinder successful completion of certification for out-of-school time workers. 

The interview/focus group questions that you will be asked pertain to areas such as:

1. Your perception of the value of certification for child and youth workers.

2. Factors that supported your involvement in professional development activities such as 

    working toward certification. 

3. Challenges to your participation in professional development activities. 

4. Recommendations to promote opportunities for professional growth such as national 

    certification. 

Your responses will be audio recorded and examined to help identify factors that help or hinder completion of child and youth worker certification. Your responses may be included in a subsequent report and or other professional publications to further add to the knowledge regarding professional development in child and youth work. However, no individual identifying information will be included in these publications. Information from the individual interview will remain confidential. Those of you participating in a focus group will also be asked to maintain confidentiality of information disclosed. 

Information from this study will be kept confidential within the limits of the law. Any identifying information will be kept in a secure location and only researchers will have access to the data. Research participants will not be identified in any publication or presentation of research results. Your information may, in certain circumstances be disclosed to the Institutional Review Board, which oversees research at Kent State University, or to certain federal agencies. Confidentiality may not be maintained if you indicate that you may do harm to yourself or others. 

It is possible that some participants may feel uncomfortable discussing areas such as supervisor support for professional development, particularly if their supervisory has not been supportive. Some may be concerned that information shared in the group will “get back to their supervisors.” Although focus group participants will be asked to maintain confidentiality of the information discussed, the researcher cannot ensure that confidentiality will be maintained by all who participate in the focus group.  

One of the most important factors promoting the well being of children and youth in OST settings is the quality of the workforce. Information gained from this study can help build our knowledge about how to better promote high standards of workforce quality within child and youth work settings throughout the U.S. Your participation in this research is very important and very much appreciated. 

You will receive $35.00 for participation in this research. However, taking part in this research is entirely up to you. You may choose not to participate or you may discontinue your participation at any time without penalty. Your status regarding CYCCB certification as a child and youth care worker will not be affected by participation or non-participation in this study. 

Do you have any questions before we begin?

Examining the Perceived Value of National Youth Worker Certification

Individual Interview and Focus Group Questionnaire Worksheet
I. Knowledge and awareness of Child and Youth Care Certification Board (CYCCB) national certification and other professional development opportunities (including local and state certification programs). 

· How familiar are you with the national certification program administered by the Child and Youth Care Certification Board? If you can, please describe in your words a few aspects of the certification program. 

· What other certification programs and professional development opportunities for child and youth workers are you aware of? For example, training or college degree programs in child and youth work.  

II. Use of professional development resources.

· What kind of professional development resources have you used (agency-sponsored training, distance education, degree programs?
· What progress toward CYCCB certification have you made?
· What progress have you made toward other child and youth work certifications (e.g., entry-level local or state association certification)?

III. Supports and challenges to professional development and professional certification. 
· What factors helped support your efforts to promote your professional development and more specifically progress toward professional certification?

· To what extent did your supervisor support your progress? Please explain. 

· To what extent did other organizational factors support your progress such as team/co-worker support, exam preparation tutoring, group preparation, etc. 

· What was your level of self motivation?

· To what extent do you see yourself as part of the child and youth work profession? Please explain. 

· What factors created challenges to your professional development efforts and progress toward professional certification?

· To what extent did your supervisor/administrator/co-workers interfere with your efforts and progress? Other interfering factors?

· What characteristics about the job itself (OST youth work) helped or hindered your professional development efforts and progress toward certification.  

· Some persons successfully complete the exam, but do not complete the remaining certification requirements. What factors do think prevent them from completing certification? Are there some facets of the certification process that should be changed to promote successful completion of certification (e.g., clarifying portfolio questions)? Please explain.    

IV. Child and youth work as a career.
· One of the premises of the CYCCB certification program is that there are underlying competencies that are similar across child and youth work practice settings such as the importance of being able to establish and maintain relationships, knowledge of development and activities and cultural competence. To what extent do you see yourself as part of a larger field/profession of child and youth work that includes other practice settings in addition to OST (e.g., residential treatment, juvenile justice, in-home care)? Please explain. 
· To what extent do you see an investment in your professional development and certification as enhancing your career in child and youth work? Please explain. In a related field? Please explain. 
· To what extent to you see child and youth work as a possible career? Please explain. 

· To what extent do others (other professionals, administration, general public) see child and youth work as a legitimate career? Please explain. 

· To what extent does completing professional certification communicate to you and to others your commitment to child and youth work as a career. Please explain. 

V. Additional professional development resources that if available would be helpful.
· What additional resources would be helpful to promote your professional development as a child and youth worker?

VI. Perceived importance and value of certification.

· How important are professional development activities/opportunities for child and youth workers in OST? Please explain. 

· How important is professional certification for OST workers? Please explain. 

· How important is it for the individual worker? Please explain.
· How important is it to a worker’s supervisor and administrator? Please explain.

· How important is it to the parents of the children and youth served? Please explain. 

· How important is it to the community/general public? Please explain. 

VII. Perceived benefits of preparing for and going through the certification process. 
· For those of you that have initiated the certification process, to what extent did preparing for and/or going through the certification process facilitate learning and professional development? Please explain. 

· There are several components to the national certification process including:

· Documentation of experience, training and education and professional membership.

· Successful completion of the professional judgment exam.

· Successful completion of the electronic portfolio and

· Submission of a satisfactory assessment of your competence completed by your supervisor. 

How did each of these components promote or hinder your professional learning and development? For those of you who have not initiated the certification process, how do you think it might help or hinder your professional learning and development?

· For those of you that successfully completed national certification, how has it benefitted your career and professional development? Other benefits?
VIII. In what other ways has your involvement in the national certification program benefitted you? What else would you like us to know that would help us to better understand the value of professional development opportunities and certification and factors that might help or hinder successful completion of professional certification?
Thank you for your participation in this important research study. If you should have any further questions please do not hesitate to contact Dr. Dale Curry, Principal investigator. If you should have any questions pertaining to your rights as a research participant or complaints about the research, you may call the Kent State University Institutional Review Board. Contact information is provided in your copy of the Informed Consent form. 

