
Afterschool is a critical time of 
day for children and youth to further 
explore their interests and passions, 
develop their voices, and grow as 
students and individuals. According 
to Melissa Mendez Ochoa, executive 
director of Oakland Leaf in Oakland 
California, this time is especially 
critical for elementary students.

Oakland Leaf is a multi-service 
organization that empowers youth by 
supporting young people’s physical, 
social, and emotional wellbeing in 
addition to their academic success. 

Oakland Leaf goes beyond basic 
afterschool programs to cultivate confidence, 
communication, and leadership skills. Its 
comprehensive afterschool programs aim 
to empower at-risk youth to think critically 
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“The goal [is] to have our youth 
walk out of the elementary after-
school program with the social, 
emotional, and critical thinking 
skills to help them navigate the 
middle school transition.”



about how their actions impact others, to 
choose healthy decisions for themselves 
and the environment, and to become active, 
engaged citizens in their community.

Mendez Ochoa said that with the help 
of PropelNext, Oakland Leaf is becoming 
a more data-driven, continuous learning 
organization. Equipped with a greater level 
of sophistication in collecting and evaluating 
data, Oakland Leaf is working to improve its 
elementary school after school program and 
redefine its target population to focus on 
older elementary school youth (grades 3-5). 

“What drove us there was the goal to 
have our youth walk out of the elementary 
afterschool program with the social, 
emotional, and critical thinking skills to help 
them navigate the middle school transition,” 
Mendez Ochoa said. “It’s a critical transition 

for children and that’s why we wanted to 
focus on it.”

“We run four different elementary 
afterschool programs [based in four different 
school sites] that will be impacted by the 
PropelNext process, reaching 400-500 
students,” she added.

PropelNext is also helping Oakland Leaf 
reexamine the amount of programming 
needed for impact. As Mendez Ochoa 
explained, “PropelNext is forcing us to have 
difficult conversations about our program 
model to see what’s working and what’s 
not working. In terms of our activities and 
components, what is more of an assumption 
we are making versus research and data 
proves what we’re doing is working?” 

“When a certain population gets a 
certain amount of programming are they 
actually reaching the outcomes we say we’re 
getting, or not?”

With the lessons learned from their 
partnership with PropelNext, Oakland Leaf 
plans to continue to evolve by deepening its 
focus on the success of the students they 
currently serve.

PropelNext is a program of the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation that helps 
promising nonprofits convert their passion for serving disadvantaged youth into 
data-driven insights and practices that increase their impact on young people’s 
lives. This is a look into Oakland Leaf, a PropelNext grantee in their Northern 
California 2021 cohort, and the organization’s experience thus far in the program. 
The William & Flora Hewlett Foundation is the co-investor for Oakland Leaf.
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