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Introduction: Study of Promising After-School Programs
The Study of Promising After-School Programs, funded by the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, was conducted during the 2003-04 and 2004-05 school years. The purpose of the study was to examine the effects of participation in exemplary after-school programs on children’s academic, social, and psychological development. Thirty-five programs and schools across the country that provided service to economically disadvantaged children were included in the study. The research was shaped by pressing policy questions about whether after-school programs can serve as a resource for helping at-risk children and youth overcome barriers to healthy development and school success.

There were 1,796 elementary students and 1,118 middle school students involved in the earlier study. We collected information over the two-year study period about the students’ participation in the high-quality after-school programs and other structured activities, as well as unsupervised time during the after-school hours. About 54% of the elementary students and 49% of the middle school students routinely participated in the programs (either alone or in conjunction with other structured activities) over the two years. About 15% of both the elementary and middle school student groups spent large amounts of time in unsupervised settings (especially hanging out with peers) and had moderate involvement in organized activities. The remaining students (30% elementary, 36% middle school) spent their after-school hours at home with adult supervision.

We also collected data about student developmental outcomes from classroom teachers at school and from the students themselves, achievement test scores and other data from school records, and family characteristics from parents. In our data analyses, we controlled statistically for family characteristics that could influence children’s outcomes (e.g., maternal education, single- vs. two-parent household), as well as for prior adjustment on the outcome measures (assessed at the beginning of the study).

In the elementary sample, we found that students who regularly attended the after-school programs (alone or in combination with other structured activities) across two years, compared to students who were regularly unsupervised during the after-school hours, demonstrated significant gains in standardized math test scores, and in work habits, task persistence, social skills with peers, and prosocial behavior in the school classroom. The program participants also experienced significant reductions in teacher-reported aggressive behavior with peers and self-reported misconduct, compared to the unsupervised students.

In the middle school sample, students who regularly attended the programs (alone or in combination with other structured activities) across two years posted significant gains in math achievement test scores and self-reported work habits at school, compared to their peers who were unsupervised after school. The middle school program participants also reported reductions in misconduct and reduced use of drugs and alcohol, compared to their unsupervised peers.

Follow-Up Study

The C. S. Mott Foundation funded a follow-up with the study participants four years after the Study of Promising After-School Programs ended. The purpose of the follow-up was to examine the students’ long-term academic, social, and behavioral outcomes as related to earlier participation (or not) in the after-school programs. During Spring 2009, we collected online surveys from the student participants in the earlier study, and obtained student records from the schools.
Ten of the 13 school districts involved in the earlier study granted approval for the follow-up study. The number of elementary participants in those 10 districts in the earlier study was 1,082 (60% of the elementary sample); the number of middle school participants was 793 (71% of the middle school sample). At the follow-up, large numbers of the earlier study participants were no longer enrolled in district schools. The proportion of study participants who were still enrolled and potentially available for the long-term follow-up ranged from 36% to 87% across districts. The number of available students we were able to identify was 890, or 47.5% of the original sample in the 10 districts.
Measures

The online survey included eight questionnaires. Most of the measures were used previously in the original Study of Promising After-School Programs or in the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development, a longitudinal study that followed children from birth through high school graduation.

Work Habits: An adaptation of the Work Habits scale on the Mock Report Card (Pierce, Hamm, & Vandell, 1999), a measure completed by teachers, to assess work habits in the school classroom. Items are rated on a 4-point scale (1 = not at all true, 4 = really true). Cronbach’s coefficient alpha in the earlier Study of Promising After-School Programs ranged from .75 to .79. Walker & Arbreton (2004) found that similar student reports of work habits were positively associated with academic performance and school attendance.

Self-Efficacy: A modification of a scale developed by Walker and Abretron (2004), who found that increases in nonfamily adult support (at school and after-school programs) and increases in peer support were associated with increased self-efficacy, which in turn was associated with work habits and grades. Items are rated on a 4-point scale (1 = not at all true, 4 = really true). Cronbach’s coefficient alpha in the earlier Study of Promising After-School Programs was .66-.68.

School Attachment and Environment: Adapted from a measure used in the New Hope study (Huston et al., 2001). We used two subscales from the measure, School Attachment and Negative Attitude toward School. Items are rated on a 4-point scale (1 = not at all true, 4 = really true). Cronbach’s coefficient alphas in the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development were .76 for School Attachment and .69 for Negative Attitude toward School.

Plans for the Future: Adapted from one subscale, Probability of Success for Children, on a measure developed by Furstenberg and colleagues (1999) to measure social climate in neighborhoods, and from Cook et al.’s (1996) measure of youths’ educational and occupational aspirations. Items ask about the chances that the student will further his or her education, enter the military, and find a good job, rated on a 4-point scale (1 = none, 4 = definitely).

Misconduct Scale: An adaptation of the Self-Reported Behavior Index (Brown, Clasen, & Eicher, 1986) that assesses own and friends’ engagement in misconduct and substance use. Items are rated on a 5-point scale (0 = never, 4 = 4 or more times a week). Cronbach’s coefficient alphas in the earlier Study of Promising After-School Programs were .82 to .84 for the behavior items and .77 to .83 for the substance use items. Brown et al. (1986) reported close correspondence between scores on the Self-Reported Behavior Index and reports of misconduct and substance use obtained in national surveys.

Social Network: This measure was developed for the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development to tap adolescents’ perceptions of the positive and negative characteristics of the peer group. There are two subscales: Positive Orientation toward Academic Achievement (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha = .77) and Moral Behavior (Cronbach’s coefficient alpha = .76). We also obtained students’ reports of their own moral behavior and achievement orientation. Items are rated on a 5-point scale (friends: 1 = none of them, 5 = all of them; self: 1 = never, 5 = all the time).
Out-of-School Context: Adaptation of a measure created for the original Study of Promising After-School Programs to determine students’ involvement in structured activities (sports, arts, academic clubs, nonacademic clubs, programs such as Boys & Girls Clubs and the Y, and volunteering/community service work). Items were rated on a 4-point scale (0 = not at all, 3 = 3 or more days a week). The measure also obtains information about amount of unsupervised time outside of school on weekdays and during weekends.

School Work: This measure was developed for the follow-up study to assess time spent on homework and reading outside of school, and obtain self-reports of grades.
Survey Respondents
The follow-up survey was completed by 436 students (49% of the available students) enrolled in 45 schools. Characteristics of the survey sample included:

· 44% male
· 5% Asian, 6% Black, 65% Hispanic, 24% White
· 75% received free or reduced-price lunch
· 29% lived in single-parent homes in the original study
· 59% were in middle school (Grades 6-8), 41% in high school (Grades 9-12)
Psychometrics (means, standard deviations, score ranges, and Cronbach’s coefficient alphas) for each construct measured in the survey are shown on Table 1.
Findings
The major purpose of the follow-up study was to examine longitudinal relationships between students’ participation in the high-quality programs in the earlier Study of Promising After-School Programs and their academic, social, and behavioral outcomes several years later. Our preliminary analyses revealed few associations between earlier program and/or structured activity participation (during the 2003-04 and 2004-05 school years) and student outcomes at the long-term follow-up (in Spring 2009). This was contrary to our expectations and may be due to factors we were not able to consider, such as program and activity involvement in the intervening years.

TABLE 1: Survey Psychometrics

	
	M
	SD
	Range
	Alpha

	Work habits (1-4)
	3.26
	0.48
	1.83-4
	.74

	Self-efficacy (1-4)
	3.18
	0.50
	1.29-4
	.71

	Misconduct (0-4)
	0.50
	0.44
	0-3.64
	.79

	Friend misconduct (0-4)
	0.79
	0.65
	0-4
	.86

	Substance use (0-4)
	0.20
	0.44
	0-3
	.71

	Friend substance use (0-4)
	0.47
	0.78
	0-4
	.83

	School attachment (1-4)
	3.14
	0.62
	1-4
	.73

	Negative attitude toward school (1-4)
	1.93
	0.55
	1-3.83
	.63

	Achievement orientation (1-5)
	3.85
	0.60
	1-5
	.58

	Friend achievement orientation (1-5)
	3.41
	0.70
	1-5
	.71

	Moral behavior (1-5)
	4.43
	0.54
	2.17-5
	.77

	Friend moral behavior (1-5)
	4.15
	0.59
	2-5
	.76

	Plans for future: chances you will… (1-4)
	
	
	
	

	   Graduate from high school
	3.76
	0.50
	1-4
	

	   Graduate from tech or voc school
	2.66
	0.97
	1-4
	

	   Graduate from 2-year college
	2.87
	1.02
	1-4
	

	   Graduate from 4-year college
	3.09
	0.89
	1-4
	

	   Graduate from law, medical, graduate school
	2.76
	0.99
	1-4
	

	   Go into military
	1.48
	0.82
	1-4
	

	   Find a good job
	3.56
	0.57
	2-4
	

	After-school & weekend activities (0-3)
	
	
	
	

	   Organized sports
	1.48
	1.25
	0-3
	

	   Music, dance, drama, art
	1.12
	1.19
	0-3
	

	   Academic clubs
	0.49
	0.87
	0-3
	

	   Nonacademic clubs
	0.48
	0.86
	0-3
	

	   Programs (e.g., Scouts, Y, 4-H)
	0.65
	1.00
	0-3
	

	   Volunteer/community service work
	1.01
	0.96
	0-3
	

	   Religious services, classes, groups
	0.98
	1.03
	0-3
	

	Unsupervised time w/peers, weekdays (0-5)
	2.26
	1.81
	0-5
	

	Unsupervised time w/peers, weekends (0-5)
	2.12
	1.68
	0-5
	

	Time spent on homework per week (0-5)
	
	
	
	

	   Math
	2.00
	1.31
	0-5
	

	   English
	1.96
	1.28
	0-5
	

	   Social Studies
	1.66
	1.33
	0-5
	

	   Science
	1.55
	1.32
	0-5
	

	Time spent reading each week (0-4)
	2.19
	0.94
	1-4
	

	Self-reported grades (1-8)
	3.13
	1.64
	1-8
	


We then examined associations of current (2008-09 school year) activity involvement (sports, arts, academic clubs, nonacademic clubs, programs such as Boys & Girls Clubs and the Y, and volunteer and community service work) and unsupervised time with peers on weekdays with concurrent student outcomes (measured in Spring 2009). In these analyses, we controlled for school level (high school vs. middle school), sex, race/ethnicity, receipt of free or reduced-price lunch, and maternal education.

As show in Table 2, concurrent participation in out-of-school activities was significantly related to student social and academic outcomes. In particular, participation in sports, academic clubs, nonacademic clubs, the arts, and volunteering each were related to the student outcomes.

· Students with higher participation rates in sports reported better work habits, self-efficacy, school attachment, and achievement orientation, and less negative attitudes about school, compared to students who were less involved in sports. There also were statistical trends for associations between greater sports participation and lesser engagement in misconduct and greater engagement in moral behavior compared to lower sports involvement.

· Students who participated more frequently in the arts reported greater self-efficacy and more time spent doing English homework and reading for pleasure, and less negative attitudes toward school, compared to students who reported less arts participation. A statistical trend was evident for greater achievement orientation among students with greater involvement in the arts.

· Greater participation in academic clubs was associated with greater achievement orientation and more time spent on math and English homework, and a statistical trend was evident for greater school attachment.

· Students who participated more frequently in nonacademic clubs reported greater school attachment but less achievement orientation compared to students who reported less involvement in these clubs.

· Students who reported more volunteering/community service, compared to students who reported less involvement in this activity, had greater feelings of self-efficacy and a stronger achievement orientation.

In contrast, unsupervised time with peers was consistently associated with negative developmental outcomes. Students who reported more unsupervised time with peers after school, compared to students who spent less time with their peers unsupervised by adults, reported poorer work habits, poorer self-efficacy, more misconduct and substance use, less achievement orientation, less moral behavior, and less time reading for pleasure.

The concurrent associations of student outcomes with activity involvement and unsupervised time do not establish causal relationships. It may be the case that students who are better adjusted are those who elect to participate in structured activities, or that students who are less well adjusted choose to spend their time outside of school hanging out with peers rather than participating in structured activities. Stronger evidence of the contributions of activity participation or unsupervised time with peers to students’ developmental outcomes can be obtained by controlling statistically for prior adjustment—that is, adjustment measured at some earlier point in time, before the current activity involvement.

TABLE 2: Multiple Regressions of Activities and Unsupervised Time on Student Outcomes
	
	Significant B (SE)

	
	Sports
	Arts
	Academic clubs
	Nonacad clubs
	Program
	Volunteer
	Unsupervised time

	Work habits
	.05 (.02)**
	
	
	
	
	
	-.04 (.01)**

	Self-efficacy
	.07 (.02)**
	.06 (.02)*
	
	
	
	.06 (.03)*
	-.05 (.01)***

	Misconduct
	-.03 (.02)+
	
	
	
	
	
	  .05 (.01)***

	Substance use
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 .04 (.01)**

	School attachment
	.07 (.03)*
	
	.07 (.04)+
	 .09 (.05)*
	
	
	

	Achievement orientation
	.07 (.02)**
	.05 (.03)+
	.08 (.04)*
	-.10 (.04)*
	
	.09 (.03)**
	-.06 (.02)***

	Negative school attitude
	-.11 (.02)***
	-.07 (.02)**
	
	
	.05 (.03)+
	
	

	Moral behavior
	 .04 (.02)+
	
	
	
	
	
	-.07 (.02)***

	Math homework time
	
	
	.26 (.09)**
	
	
	
	

	English homework time
	
	.11 (.06)*
	.23 (.08)**
	
	
	
	

	Time reading for pleasure
	
	.12 (.04)**
	
	
	
	
	 -.06 (.03)*


+p < .10   *p < .05   **p < .01   ***p < .001  Note: These analyses controlled for school level (high school vs. middle school), sex, race/ethnicity, receipt of free or reduced-price lunch, and maternal education.

Several outcome measures (work habits, self-efficacy, misconduct, substance use, school absences) were obtained in both the earlier Study of Promising After-School Programs (in Spring 2005) and at the follow-up (in Spring 2009). We examined whether activity participation and amount of unsupervised time with peers were associated with concurrent outcomes when we controlled for prior adjustment measured in the earlier study. This allowed us to determine whether there were changes in the outcomes since Spring 2005 that potentially could be attributed to current out-of-school time use. The results of these analyses appear on Table 3.
· Greater engagement in sports during the 2008-09 school year was significantly associated with improved work habits in Spring 2009, relative to work habits in Spring 2005. There also were statistical trends for improved self-efficacy and reduced misconduct since four years earlier.

· Larger amounts of unsupervised time with peers during the after-school hours in the 2008-09 school year were associated with poorer work habits and increases in misconduct and substance use relative to the students’ reports of these behaviors four years prior.

· There were statistical trends for increases in substance use among arts participants, reductions in substance use among program participants, and reduced school absences among students who did volunteer/community service work during the 2008-09 school year, relative to substance use in Spring 2005 and school absences in the 2004-05 school year.

TABLE 3: Multiple Regressions of Activities and Unsupervised Time on Student Outcomes, Controlling for Prior Adjustment

	
	Significant B (SE)

	
	Sports
	Arts
	Academic clubs
	Nonacad clubs
	Program
	Volunteer
	Unsupervised time

	Work habits
	 .05 (.02)*
	
	
	
	
	
	  -.03 (.01)*

	Self-efficacy
	 .05 (.03)+
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Misconduct
	-.03 (.02)+
	
	
	
	
	
	  .04 (.01)***

	Substance use
	
	.07 (.04)+
	
	
	-.10 (.06)+
	
	 .07 (.02)**

	School absences
	
	
	
	
	
	-.01 (.00)+
	


+p < .10   *p < .05   **p < .01   ***p < .001  Note: These analyses controlled for prior adjustment in Spring 2005, school level (high school vs. middle school), sex, race/ethnicity, receipt of free or reduced-price lunch, and maternal education.

Summary and Conclusions

The major goal of the longitudinal Study of Promising After-School Programs: Follow-Up was to examine whether economically disadvantaged elementary and middle school students’ participation in high-quality after-school programs (and other structured activities) was associated with the students’ academic, social, and behavioral outcomes four years later. We did not find strong evidence to suggest that program participation has long-term implications for participants’ adjustment, perhaps due to the lack of information about the students’ program and activity involvement in the intervening years. In contrast, participation in after-school activities (sports, arts, academic clubs, nonacademic clubs, programs, volunteer and community service work) at the time of the follow-up was associated with concurrent student adjustment. Associations were evident between participation in structured activities and a variety of positive academic, social, and behavior outcomes, whereas spending the after-school hours with peers, without adult supervision, was associated with negative outcomes. Additional findings indicated that changes in student outcomes across four years, between the earlier and follow-up studies, were associated with involvement in sports and unsupervised time with peers. Students who participated in sports at the follow-up experienced (significantly) positive changes in their classroom work habits, whereas students who spent large amounts of unsupervised time with peers experienced negative changes in work habits and increases in misconduct and substance use.


Overall, the findings in this study highlight the importance of structured after-school activities for economically disadvantaged middle and high school students’ positive developmental outcomes. The findings also underscore the negative ramifications of spending the after-school hours with peers and without adult supervision. We speculate that structured activities provide opportunities for students to bond with the school and with supportive and caring adult activity leaders, and that absent these connections, students may affiliate with peers who are similarly disconnected and who reward antisocial more than conventional behavior.
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