The Quantum Opportunity Program Demonstration: Implementation and Short-Term Impact Reports (2003)
Abstract:

The Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP) is a four to five-year intervention that provides case management and mentoring, supplemental after-school education, developmental activities, community service, supportive services, and financial incentives to youth who are entering high school.  Its primary goals are to increase rates of high school graduation and enrollment in postsecondary education or training.  Secondary goals are to increase academic achievement during high school and reduce risky behaviors (e. g., substance abuse, crime, teen parenting.)

From 1995 through 2000, the U.S. Department of Labor, in partnership with Ford Foundation, operated a demonstration for testing the impact of the program on youth with poor academic records from middle school as they entered high school.  The youth were entering one of a pre-selected group of high schools with high dropout rates, which were located in seven sites: Cleveland; Fort Worth; Houston; Memphis; Washington, D.C.; Yakima, WA; and Philadelphia.  
These reports document the implementation challenges sites experienced in operating the program and also reveal the short-term impacts on the primary goals of increasing high school completion and enrollment in post-secondary education or training.
Quantum Opportunity Program Demonstration Net Impact Evaluation
Questions and Answers

Question: What is the Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP)?

Answer: The Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP) is a four to five-year intervention that provides case management and mentoring, supplemental after-school education, developmental activities, community service, supportive services, and financial incentives to youth who are entering high school.  Its primary goals are to increase rates of high school graduation and enrollment in postsecondary education or training.  Secondary goals are to increase academic achievement during high school and reduce risky behaviors (e. g., substance abuse, crime, teen parenting.)

Question: When did the demonstration operate and who was served?

Answer: From 1995 through 2000, the U.S. Department of Labor, in partnership with Ford Foundation, operated a demonstration to test the impact of the program on youth with poor academic records from middle school as they entered high school.  The youth were entering one of a pre-selected group of high schools with high dropout rates, which were located in seven sites: Cleveland; Fort Worth; Houston; Memphis; Washington, D.C.; Yakima, WA; and Philadelphia.  

Question: How did the youth served in this demonstration differ from those served in the pilot program run by Ford Foundation from 1989 through 1993?  Does that make a difference?
Answer: In the pilot program funded by Ford Foundation and run by Opportunities Industrialization Centers of America, QOP served youth in families on public assistance.  These youth may or may not have been doing well in school.  In the replication demonstration funded jointly by Ford and the U.S. Department of Labor, subject of this series of reports, the youth had low grades and were entering high schools with high dropout rates.  They may have been from families on public assistance but this was not an eligibility criteria.  Presumably, because of their academic records at the time of enrollment, the youth served in the replication demonstration would have experienced far more challenges to completing high school and transitioning on to post-secondary training and education.

Question:  How did the QOP Demonstration differ from other programs serving youth?
Answer:   Four factors stand out.  First of all, QOP recruited all youth assigned to it; it did not enroll only those who volunteered for the program.  Second, once assigned to QOP, youth received services regardless of their academic or personal behavior or status.  Also, QOP provided more comprehensive services that were intended to address all barriers that youth faced.  Finally, QOP provided services to each youth for four to five-years, a far longer duration than many youth programs but consistent with a body of research that supports long-term interventions for at-risk youth.

Question:  How was the demonstration evaluated and what is the evaluation measuring?

Answer: In the demonstration, nearly 1,100 youth were randomly assigned to QOP or a control group when they entered the ninth grade.   The impacts of the program on high school graduation and enrollment in postsecondary education or training (college, apprenticeship, voc/tech school, armed forces) will be measured at three subsequent points in time.  

Shortly before the youth were scheduled to graduate from high school - four years after random assignment - data were collected through two surveys, achievement tests and high school transcripts.  This information forms the basis for the early impact estimates included in these reports.  A second survey is in process, which will reveal impacts seven years after enrollment (two and ½ years after scheduled graduation).  The final survey will measure impacts nine years after enrollment (four and ½ years after scheduled graduation), with a final report issued in early 2006.  

Question: What were the QOP Demonstration’s short-term impacts?

Answer: Although 16 percent of the youth in the research sample was still in high school, the data indicate that QOP significantly increased the likelihood that enrollees graduated from high school with a diploma.  Additionally, QOP significantly increased the likelihood of engaging in postsecondary activity by six to nine percentage points for most measures, when acceptance into college was included.  In general, QOP increased the likelihood of engaging in postsecondary education or training, although the size and significance of the impact varied depending on how measured and estimated.

The results for risky behaviors are mixed.  While QOP did not significantly reduce any risky behaviors, the in-person survey and the telephone survey offer conflicting information about the impact on substance abuse.  In some cases, the data raise questions about the accuracy of some youths’ responses to certain survey questions.  Thus, this outcome is unclear.

Because a sizeable portion of the research sample was still attending high school, the impacts on graduation and postsecondary activity likely will change after follow-up data collection.

Question:  Was there any variation in short-term impacts across sites and, if so, how do you explain the variation?
Answer:  There was variation on all measures across sites which may be explained by several factors.  Most notably, sites deviated substantially in implementing the model and youth varied substantially by site in the amount of time spent on program activities.  

Question:  Was there variation in impacts across subgroups of youth?  If so, which youth benefited the most from QOP?  The least?
Answer:   There was variation in impact findings across subgroups.  With respect to the primary goals of the demonstration, the group that benefited the most, according to these short-term impacts, was those who were roughly between the 22nd and 44th percentiles in the grade distribution for all entering ninth graders.  Their impacts included a 14% increase in receiving a high school diploma, a 13% increase in acceptance to or attending college, and an 8% decrease in having a child.  The youth who benefited the least were those above the 67% percentile.  These youth experienced a reduced impact on attending postsecondary training or having a good job.  For the remaining youth in the demonstration, those who were below the 22nd percentile of the grade distribution, QOP significantly increased the likelihood of attending postsecondary training. 

Question:  Does QOP pass a cost-benefit test?
Answer:  It’s too soon for a cost-benefit analysis of QOP, which would require longer-term data on the full range of possible outcomes of QOP.  However, while the total cost per youth of QOP appears high, the average annual cost of the program ranges from less than $2,500 to $10,858, depending upon the richness of services provided and the staff compensation approach used.  We are considering analyze QOP’s cost-effectiveness following longer-term data collection.

Question:  What is the workforce investment system’s interest in QOP?
Answer:  While the youth in the study were in school at the time they were assigned to QOP, the services they received were designed to better prepare them for success in the workplace and were provided outside the context of the education system.  Because many QOP participants were out-of-school at some point during the five-year demonstration period, their needs extended well beyond the capabilities of the education system.  QOP was operated by community-based organizations that typically also provide services under the Workforce Investment Act (WIA).  If QOP is successful in reducing high school dropout rates and increasing enrollment in post-secondary education or training, there will be less need for remedial services such as those offered to unskilled and unprepared workers through the nation’s workforce development system. 
WIA youth programs and QOP offer similar comprehensive services to at-risk youth in order to prepare them for tomorrow’s workforce.  As a result, the QOP experience reveals some of the challenges that WIA programs may encounter and suggests the type of services that may be effective for similar youth enrolling in WIA programs.
