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Does Youth Participation in Out-of-School Time Activities

M ake a Difference?

Sandra Smpkins, HFRP Consultant and Research Investigator at the University of
Michigan, integrates findings from academic research and program evaluation to
provide a comprehensive look at the relationship between participation in out-of-

school time (OST) activities and positive youth outcomes, and points to new directions

for OST research and evaluation.

In the last few decades, there has been a
surge of public and research interest in the
impact of youth’s participation in out-of -
school time (OST) activities. Researchers
and practitioners argue that high quality,
structured OST programs are environments
that have the potential to support and
promote youth’ s devel opment because
they: (@) situate youth in safe
environments, (b) prevent youth from
engaging in delinquent activities, (c) teach
youth general and specific skills, beliefs,
and behaviors, and (d) provide
opportunities for youth to develop
relationships with peers and mentors. In
fact, thereisincreasing evidence that
youth’ s participation in quality OST
activities influences their current
outcomes, which, in turn, impact outcomes
into adulthood (Gambone, Klem, &
Connell, 2002).

However, documenting the associations
between youth outcomes and activity
participation is challenging due to the
diversity of OST programs and youth’s
experiences in those programs. First, youth
participate in awide range of OST
programs, from large-scal e mentoring
programs like Big Brothers Big Sisters, to
small-scale, single-site programssuch as a
school football team. Second, the amount
of timeyouth spend in OST programs and
the quality of these programs can vary
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dramatically within and across activities. Third, youth’ s reasons to participate and the
role youth have in OST program activities (e.g., leader vs. participant) differ. Despite
these challenges, there is a growing collection of academic research and program
evaluations that converge on the same conclusion—youth’s participation in OST

activities does matter in important ways.

http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/eval/issue21/theory.html
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A Noteon Methodology for ThisReview

Prior to presenting research and evaluation results that support the above statement, it
isimportant to describe the set of studiesincluded in thisreview. Over 75 published
and unpublished papers, including program evaluations, were identified for possible
inclusion. Screening for our first criteria, scientific merit, 25 studies were first selected
because they either used complex designs (e.g., experimental, quasi -experimental,
longitudinal) or measured an array of youth development or OST program indicators.
From this set of 25 studies, 10 studies were selected to ensure that this review covers a
range of youth development indicators, OST program and participation indicators,
group differences (e.g., family income, grade levels), and evaluation and academic
research.t

Participation Mattersfor Academic Success

Youth’ s participation in OST activitiesis often predictive of academic success as
measured through test scores, absenteeism, school dropout rates, homework
completion, and school grades (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Gore, Farrell, & Gordon, 2001,
Marsh, 1992). For example, Posner and VVandell (1994) found that academic activities
with adult OST staff predicted children’ s school grades for conduct and most subject
areas. Results from program evaluations also suggest that these relationships are
particularly consistent if the program focuses solely on academics or if it has a central
educational component, such as homework help or educational enrichment activities
(Huang, Gribbons, Kim, Lee, & Baker, 2000).

Participation Mattersfor Social Development

Indicators of academic success have received more attention than indicators of social,
moral, and physical development. However, results from studies that examine
nonacademic youth outcomes suggest that youth’s participation in OST activitiesis
related to multiple indicators of positive social development.

Several studies have noted that OST activity participation is associated with multiple
aspects of youth’s friendships, including the number of friends, the quality of those
friendships, and who those friends are (e.g., Eccles & Barber, 1999; Grossman, Resch,
& Tierney, 2000; Rodriquez, Hirschl, Mead, & Groggin, 1999). In addition,
participation is linked to fewer feelings of loneliness and depression and less problem
behavior (Grossman et al.; Gore et al., 2001), although some results suggest that sports
participation is associated with higher alcohol use in adolescence (Eccles & Barber).

There is aso evidence that OST program participation is related to other indicators of
positive social and moral development, such as communication skills and values, but
the number of studies examining each indicator is quite small (e.g., Rodriquez et al.,
1999). Even though many programs are under increasing pressure to demonstrate
measurable academic achievement results due to the No Child Left Behind Act, it is
important to continue research in these and other critical nonacademic areas of youth
development.

Possible Factors

These studies also suggest that there are at least two factors which may affect the
relationship between OST program participation and outcomes: age and socio-
economic status (SES).

Age. The associations between activity participation and outcomes appear to be
stronger for adolescents than elementary school children. For instance, Posner and
Vandell (1994) found that third graders’ participation in non-sports-related |essons was
not significantly associated with math and reading grades, but was positively
associated with conduct grades, work habits, and grades in other subjects besides math
and reading. In addition to these findings, researchers have found that elementary
school children’s activity participation and academic achievement were positively
related for children at some grade levels (e.g., third), but not others (e.g., second,
fourth; e.g., Ross, Lewis, Smith, & Sterbin, 1996).

SES. The associations between youth’ s participation and positive youth development

http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/eval/issue21/theory.html
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outcomes appear to be stronger for youth in low-income versus middle-income
households (Marsh, 1992). Thisis not to say that activities for middle-income youth do
not matter. On the contrary, the participation of middle-income youth has been found
to be positively associated with peer relationships and beliefs concerning particular
domains, such asinterest and self-concept of ability in academics (Eccles & Barber,
1999; Marsh). These outcomes, in turn, impact development through adol escence and
into adulthood. Activities for youth in low-income households may have alarger
impact because the alternative home and neighborhood environments are typically less
enriching and more dangerous than for middle-incomeyouth.

Directionsfor Future Research

Given what we know, what research would significantly contribute to our current
knowledge about the impact of specific OST activities on positive youth development?
There are numerous promising avenues that this research could follow. Four directions,
in particular, have the potential to clarify and build on current findings.

Process We need to use theory-driven hypotheses and analyses to examine the
processes behind how activity participation and development influence each other. For
example, do we expect activity participation to be related to youth’s school grades
because program youth gain new knowledge and cognitive skills, or because they have
a mentor that inspires their educational goals and renews their commitment to school,
or other reasons? Although research in thisareaisin its early stages, the theoretical and
empirical work by Larson (2000) on adolescents' sense of initiative and emotional
experiences and Eccles on identity and task beliefs (Eccles & Barber, 1999) have been
very instructive.

Indicators of Participation. To date, many researchers have grouped youth into one of
two categories. youth who participate in OST programs and youth who do not.
Although these groups have been and will continue to be useful in our understanding of
OST programs, they overlook many details concerning the quantity of youth’s
participation. For instance, some researchers have found it essential to conceptualize
the quantity of program participation in terms of weekly or yearly “dosage” of
participation, i.e., the amount of time youth participate (Huang et al., 2000; Ross et al.,
1996). In addition, researchers have questioned whether there is athreshold or
particular amount of time that is necessary for programs to have an impact (Gambone
etal., 2002).

Program Quality. OST programs include multiple activities and qualities. We have yet
to understand which aspects of the program account for the relationship between
participation and outcomes. Researchers have begun to look at which qualities are
associated with youth’s experiencesin activities (Rosenthal & Vandell, 1996) and
youth development (Beckett, Hawken, & Jacknowitz, 2001). For example, some
researchers have examined the effects of interventions on staff quality, such as
coaches' behavior. Findings suggest that interventions on coaches’ behavior change
youth’ s enjoyment of and persistence in sports activities (e.g., Smith, Smoll, &
Christensen, 1996).

Research Design. Many studies of OST programs are cross-sectional and correlational.
These types of studies and other non -experimental evaluations contribute to our
understanding of the associations between program participation and outcomes,
program quality, and continuous program improvement. However, more rigorous
designs are essential to addressing selection effects and differentiating program effects
from normal development (Beckett et al., 2001). Like other social science disciplines,
in order to understand the impact of activities on outcomes, the field needs to continue
to use rigorous designs, such as experimental, quasi-experimental, and longitudinal
studies.

See also in thisissue Doing What Works: Scientifically Based Research in Education

and The Evaluation Exchange Special Report on the 21st Century Community
L earning Centers National Evaluation. We plan to publish an expanded version of this
paper, with a more comprehensive review of research and evaluation on the
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relationships between activity participation and youth outcomes, on our website in July
2003. To be notified when it is available, sign up for our OST noatification email at

www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/subscribe.html .
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1 These 10 studies are denoted by an asterisk (*) in the reference list.

Sandra Simpkins, Ph.D., HFRP Consultant and Research Investigator at the
University of Michigan
Email: sandissm@umich.edu
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