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Documenting Student Growth and Program Quality
in Afterschool Arts Programs

A Strengths-Based Assessment and Reporting Framework

OVERVIEW

Afterschool arts programs support meaningful student growth that is essential to
learning but often difficult to document using traditional metrics. Outcomes such as
self-responsibility, motivation and persistence, ability to concentrate, and confidence
develop through participation and practice, yet are not easily captured by standardized
tests or one-time evaluations.

The Student Evaluation & Teaching System (SETS), developed by Merge Education,
provides programs with a practical, strengths-based framework for both improving
teaching practice and documenting student outcomes in ways that are credible,
consistent, and grounded in real experience.

PURPOSE OF THE SYSTEM

SETS is designed to help programs:

« Identify and support student strengths as they emerge through participation
« Track specific areas of student growth over time

« Provide clear, experience-based evidence of outcomes for funders, boards, and
stakeholders

« Support program quality through consistent observation and reflection

The system is used as part of regular teaching and program management, rather than
as a separate testing activity.



CORE STUDENT OUTCOMES

SETS focuses on outcomes that are essential for learning across disciplines:

o Self-responsibility
« Motivation and persistence
« Ability to concentrate

o Confidence

These outcomes reflect how students grow and mature with learning, not just what
they produce.

How STUDENT GROWTH IS DOCUMENTED

SETS gathers evidence of growth using three complementary perspectives:

1. Teacher Observations
Teachers document observed strengths and areas of growth based on ongoing
interaction with students in instructional settings.

2. Student Self-Reflection
Students reflect on their own experience, engagement, and development,
providing insight into internal growth over time.

3. Significant Other Observations
Input from parents, guardians, or other relevant adults adds context about how
growth is showing up outside the program environment.

Together, these perspectives create a more complete and credible picture of student
development over time.

SUPPORT FOR PROGRAM LEADERSHIP

In addition to documenting student growth, SETS allows program directors to use the
same strengths-based observation framework to reflect on teaching practice. This
provides a consistent way to understand how teaching approaches support student



outcomes, identify areas for professional development, and maintain program quality
across teachers and program sites.

VALUE FOR FUNDING AND REPORTING

By using shared outcome language and consistent documentation practices, SETS
enables programs to:

« Present clear, experience-based evidence of student outcomes
e Move beyond anecdotal reporting
o Demonstrate intentional program design and internal accountability

o Support grant applications, interim reports, and renewal requests with credible
data

USE IN PRACTICE

SETS is implemented by teachers and program staff as part of regular instruction and
program management. It supports day-to-day teaching decisions while also meeting
longer-term documentation and reporting needs.

SETS is currently available as PC-based and via a limited Early Access phase for
afterschool arts programs that prefer to segue to the hosted service when available in
mid-2026. During this Early Access phase, programs participate in shaping how the
system is used in practice while receiving early access pricing for a fixed period.
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