
Statement of Purpose

The primary purpose of The Future of Children is to disseminate timely
information about major issues related to children’s well-being, with spe-

cial emphasis on providing objective analysis and evaluation, translating exist-
ing knowledge into effective programs and policies, and promoting constructive
institutional change. In attempting to achieve these objectives, we are targeting
a multidisciplinary audience of national leaders, including policymakers, prac-
titioners, legislators, executives, and professionals in the public and private sec-
tors. This publication is intended to complement, not duplicate, the kind of
technical analysis found in academic journals and the general coverage of chil-
dren’s issues by the popular press and special interest groups.

This issue of the journal focuses on after-school programs and the growing
awareness of the risks and potential that lie hidden in the time children spend out-
side school (school classes fill only half the daytime hours on half the days of the
year).  Some children spend their nonschool hours in front of the TV or hang out
on the street corner or at the mall; others attend after-school programs or go to a
string of activities. Little attention has been focused on how these experiences affect
youngsters, and public investment in children’s out-of-school time has been limited.  

Recent years have brought a surge of attention and funding—as in the $200
million given to the U.S. Department of Education to establish “21st Century
Community Learning Centers.” We now have a precious opportunity to design a sys-
tem of after-school options that is well supported, high quality, coherent, and tai-
lored to the needs of a given community’s children and families.

To make the most of that opportunity, the articles in this journal issue empha-
size the importance of continued efforts to build public will and to increase funding,
and of new initiatives to strengthen the diverse network of after-school programs.
We concur, but believe it is even more important—especially in the short term—to
conduct policy research that will (1) document the supply of, and demand for,
after-school programs, and (2) carefully evaluate the impact that after-school pro-
grams have on children and their families. The knowledge such studies will yield
is crucial to guide planning, target funding, and set realistic expectations of pro-
grams, to ensure that the maximum benefit results for children.

We welcome your comments and suggestions regarding this issue of The Future of
Children. Our intention is to encourage informed debate about the time when school
is out. To this end we invite correspondence to the Editor. We would also appreciate
your comments about the approach we have taken in presenting the focus topic and
welcome your suggestions for future topics.

Richard E. Behrman, M.D., Editor
Journal/Publications Department
300 Second Street, Suite 200
Los Altos, CA 94022
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When School Is Out:
Analysis and
Recommendations

What do America’s schoolchildren do when school is out? Are they
safe? Do they use their free time wisely? Do they have enough con-
tact with adults and enough structure in their lives? These ques-

tions have recently moved from the worry lists of parents onto the national
agenda. Terms like “after-school programs” and “out-of-school time” now
appear in the speeches of presidential candidates and law enforcement offi-
cials, bills put forward in Congress and state legislatures, and articles in the
popular press.1

When many of today’s adults were between the ages of 6 and 14, their
time outside of school was spent at home bent over homework, doing
chores, gathered at the dinner table or television set; or it was spent with
friends in the neighborhood jumping rope, talking, or exploring a vacant lot
or a ravine. Today, however, widespread shifts in family and community life
have changed the lives of school-age children. Because more parents are
working, fewer familiar adults are home or nearby when children are dis-
missed from school. Neighborhoods seem less safe; they are crisscrossed by
traffic, plagued by street violence, and peopled by strangers. School shoot-
ings have heightened public concern about the many forms of trouble that
teens and younger children are finding after school—whether it comes in
the form of alcohol, drugs, or sexual activity; or takes the shape of vandal-
ism, gang membership, or online relationships with Internet-based hate
groups. Americans are becoming increasingly concerned about what the
nation’s youngsters are doing—and not doing—after school lets out.

Familiar activities like sports, piano lessons, religious classes, and scout
troops still dot the afternoons and weekends of many children, but other
youngsters are adrift after school. Too many fend for themselves in libraries,
congregate in subway stations and neighborhood stores, or spend their after-
noons behind the locked doors of city apartments and suburban houses.
Growing numbers of children with working parents attend programs in
schools or community organizations that provide a range of activities in one
place. These programs bear the broad label of “after-school programs”
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A New Interest in 
After-School Programs
A variety of social goals lie behind the new
public investments in the after-school pro-
grams mentioned above. Some funders
hope to promote learning, while others seek
to protect children from hazards on the
streets or to keep them from risky experi-

mentation. Still others want to see young-
sters explore new interests and forge bonds
with caring adults.3

In fact, the loosely constructed after-
school field is made up of a heterogeneous
mix of offerings that sprang from different
roots and exhibit different strengths and
limitations. Some programs began at or

because they offer supervised activities and a safe place to spend time when
school is not in session (including holidays and summer vacations).

Decisions about children’s activities outside of school have long been a
family matter, and many of the activities that occupy children’s free time are
organized by parents and voluntary organizations. Nevertheless, a consensus
is now emerging that the wider society should share with parents the respon-
sibility for providing programs and activities, safe places, and transportation
options to make “out-of-school time” productive for children and teens. A
poll of 2,000 adults taken in 1997 found that the majority held negative
views of American children, but 60% of those polled endorsed the idea that
more after-school programs would provide an effective way of addressing
the problems of “kids these days.”2 Indeed, increased funds are flowing from
public and private coffers to create new after-school programs and to
expand and strengthen existing ones.

The articles in this journal issue explain the roots of the new consensus
that after-school programs are important and examine the programs that
exist and that are being created across the United States. The first five arti-
cles consider the lives and concerns of school-age children and their par-
ents. The next four articles examine the major types of programs and
activities that have evolved to occupy youngsters when school is not in ses-
sion. Finally, four commentaries give a flavor of the policy climate that
surrounds after-school and youth programs.

This Analysis and Recommendations article reviews how after-school pro-
grams and activities respond to the interests of children, parents, and policy-
makers; and it examines challenges to program delivery. The article focuses
not at the program level but at the community level where, we believe, effec-
tive solutions to problems of program availability and design should be
sought. Based on that analysis, the article highlights the opportunity that
community leaders, program designers, advocates, and parents now have to
create attractive, purposeful, and sustainable activity options for school-agers.
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before the turn of the century (for instance,
the YMCA, Scouts, urban settlement houses,
and rural Grange or 4H associations).4 Some
are modern versions of the child care cen-
ters that opened during World War II to
allow mothers to work in wartime factories
and shipyards without worrying that their
children were safe when the school day
ended. Other programs have emerged in
response to new demands. For instance, a
growing number of private tutoring pro-
grams in wealthy suburbs and urban neigh-
borhoods are operated by for-profit
companies;5 and comprehensive efforts like
the Beacon Schools described in the article
by Dryfoos bring community groups, health
professionals, youth programs, and social
service organizations into a school that
remains open 12 hours a day.6

As varied as after-school opportunities can
be, they are unevenly distributed across and
within communities.7,8 The low-income
neighborhoods where children are most in
need of safe, interesting, challenging activi-
ties offer few after-school options, and the
programs that do exist tend to address risks
and problems rather than cultivating chil-
dren’s skills and talents.7 Free programs,
offered in low-income neighborhoods, usu-
ally rely on government and charitable fund-
ing that focuses on problems. By contrast,
enrichment activities typically charge partici-
pant fees, and so are more prevalent in afflu-
ent communities.4 Even public schools in
low-income and wealthy neighborhoods
differ in their extracurricular offerings, exac-
erbating the disparity in opportunities for
children.8 At last, recent federal, state, local,
and private after-school initiatives have begun
to counteract this imbalance by launching
programs in disadvantaged communities.

The largest new after-school initiative
provides grant funding through the U.S.
Department of Education to enable schools
to establish 21st Century Community
Learning Centers. This program grew from
a $1 million demonstration effort in 1997, to
a $40 million program in 1998, to a $200 mil-
lion program in 1999. It is likely to double in
size in the year 2000. The 21st Century
Community Learning Centers are school-
based programs offering varied activities for
children and community members after reg-
ular school hours in a safe, drug-free, super-
vised environment. The activities offered

range from tutoring and homework assis-
tance; to enrichment projects in literacy, sci-
ence, and math; to time in the gym,
computer lab, or art studio, although the
main goal of the funders is to help children
succeed academically.9

Many other after-school programs draw
funds from child care, crime prevention,
public safety, and recreation budgets. For
instance, in April 1999, the Clinton adminis-
tration announced a Safe Schools/Healthy
Students Initiative that will provide $3 mil-
lion annually from education, mental
health, and juvenile justice allocations to
help 50 communities provide after-school
programs, mentoring, and other violence
prevention activities. The federal Child Care
and Development Block Grant offers subsi-
dies to pay for child care for low-income
children up to age 13. States as diverse as
California, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia,
Hawaii, Indiana, New Hampshire, and New
Jersey have made significant investments in
programs for school-age children,10–12 as
have cities like San Diego, New York, and
Seattle, and private foundations. These new
funding streams provide a unique opportu-
nity for community leaders to design local
systems of after-school options.

Periods of rapid program expansion
entail practical challenges as well as oppor-
tunities, however. It is no small feat even now
to find appropriate space for program activ-
ities, identify trained staff, and secure ongo-
ing funding. Following an examination of
the goals that children, parents, and the
public have for the out-of-school time of chil-
dren ages 6 to 14, this Analysis article raises
key challenges confronting after-school pro-
grams today. It discusses the need for a
detailed analysis of supply and demand, and
for stable funding to support ongoing oper-
ations. It examines the challenges of finding
trained staff and appropriate space to sup-
port program expansion, and it discusses the
role that rigorous evaluation studies should
play in clarifying what is reasonable to
expect after-school programs to achieve.

The Value of Out-of-School
Time
As advocates, professionals, and community
leaders set out to build a sustainable system
of after-school options, they must begin by
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considering the interests held by three key
constituencies: children, parents, and—
increasingly—policymakers and the public.
Programs can work only if they attract chil-
dren and are trusted by parents. Those that
receive public support must also be able to
justify the expenditure of tax dollars in the
eyes of policymakers and voters. All three
groups are concerned about the time that
the nation’s young people spend outside of
school—not only after classes end in the
afternoon but also on weekends, teacher
conference days, holidays, and during the
long summer vacations.

To a large extent, the habits and expec-
tations that surround out-of-school time
today were shaped by patterns of family life
that existed in earlier eras.13 The school day
and school year were planned around the
needs of farming families, but now schools
release children to empty houses and neigh-
borhoods. After-school activities that grew in
popularity during the prosperous, family-
oriented 1950s and 1960s, such as Scouts,
religious classes, and Little League, find now
that few parents are available to provide
transportation or to serve as volunteer lead-
ers and coaches because most hold jobs.14

New programs and policies that reflect cur-
rent social conditions are needed. Drawing
from the articles by Eccles; by Jarrett; by
Cooper, Denner, and Lopez; and by Parke
and O’Neil, in this journal issue, the follow-
ing section reviews the current meaning that
out-of-school time holds for children, their
parents, and policymakers.

To Children: Competence,
Relationships, Autonomy
To children, out-of-school time is when they
are most free to be with friends, explore
their surroundings, pursue their own inter-
ests, and retreat with their private thoughts.
The activities that promote this self-definition
may seem trivial to adults, but they are criti-
cal during the early school years when chil-
dren move outside the family to define a
place for themselves in the broader social
world. It is during the school-age years that
adults hope children will discover and
develop their individual talents, learn to rec-
ognize and overcome their limitations, and
choose activities that will prepare them for
satisfying adult lives. They must also learn
how to juggle a volatile mix of emotions,
hormones, and social pressures while creat-

ing positive relationships with the peers and
adults with whom they interact.

No one can give youngsters a recipe for
successful identity-building, but as the article
by Eccles reports, it is the major task that
school-age children confront. They grapple
with it both during the structured school day
and during the plentiful time they spend
away from the school’s routines and require-
ments. One study found that approximately
40% of the waking hours of a sample of high
school children was spent in leisure time.15

American youngsters spend more time
watching television than they spend on any-
thing but school or sleep. In 1999, a national
sample of 12-year-olds spent 15 hours per
week watching television, compared with 24
hours in school and 74 hours sleeping.16

Such statistics have prompted calls for more
after-school programs to engage youngsters
in constructive activities during that large
portion of their waking hours.4,14

During the school-age years, new cogni-
tive skills combine with the school’s compet-
itive environment to heighten children’s
awareness of how well they perform and how
they compare with others. Some expect to
succeed, while others become accustomed
to failing and may eventually turn their backs
on the school culture. Nonschool programs
can help by providing a separate environ-
ment in which children can explore new skill
areas, discover talents within themselves, and
experience the thrill of doing something just
because they love doing it.15 These programs
can build children’s self-esteem, as well as
the personality traits that one observer called
the “other three Rs”—resourcefulness,
responsibility, and reliability.17

The process of identity formation is even
more complex for young adolescents who
are trying to answer the question, “What
kind of a person am I turning out to be?”15

while they cope simultaneously with physical,
cognitive, and emotional changes. During
middle school (ages 10 to 14), the balance of
power between parents and children begins
to shift from the adult control that is appro-
priate during the preschool years, to a
period of “co-regulation” when adults
remain vigilant but give their school-age chil-
dren more room to make decisions to pre-
pare for the independence that lies just a few
years ahead.18 Not surprisingly, decision
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making, autonomy, and social relationships
are high priorities for teenagers.

Accordingly, when teens approach after-
school programs, the article by Quinn
reports that they are seeking fun and
friends, voice and choice. During their out-
of-school time, teens seek out places where
they can gather with friends and interact
with adults on a relatively equal footing,19

gain recognition for their efforts and skills,
and make choices about what they will do
and how they will do it. As one 14-year-old
with a busy after-school schedule com-
mented to an interviewer, “I liked every-
thing I did ’cause I chose it.”20 Programs
that provide these opportunities are likely to
be popular with young people, while pro-
grams that do not may struggle to attract
any participants.19

To Parents: Supervision and
Enrichment
The parent perspective on out-of-school
time is a blend of anxiety and optimism. It is
the responsibility of parents to protect their
youngsters and launch them successfully
into independent roles in the broader com-
munity. Compared with the school day that
is controlled by educators, parents set the
tone for their children’s experiences during
out-of-school time. That is the time in which
they can communicate their love, values,
and expectations, and during which they
can impose the rules and controls that
they believe are warranted.

The articles by Jarrett; by Cooper, Denner,
and Lopez; and by Parke and O’Neil testify to
the efforts parents make to ensure that chil-
dren escape harm, resist temptation, and
master valuable skills. Jarrett describes the
strategies that success-oriented African-
American parents living in impoverished
urban neighborhoods adopt to keep their
youngsters focused on educational goals and
away from the snares of the street culture.
These parents closely monitor their chil-
dren’s actions and social contacts to keep the
youngsters busy in “insulated and enriching
niches” at home or in neighborhood institu-
tions like the church. The articles by Parke
and O’Neil, and by Cooper, Denner, and
Lopez, echo these themes when discussing
how families from varied backgrounds try to
guide their children’s experiences in the
neighborhood, since the neighborhood is a

force that may either support or undermine
the family’s values.8

Increasingly, parents are trying to pro-
tect and encourage their children by
remote control, as they work outside the
home. To them, out-of-school time is a
source of anxiety, concern, and expense.
The article by Cappella and Larner reports
that 76% of mothers with children ages 6 to
17 were employed in 1996, and two-thirds of
them (or half of all mothers with school-age
children) worked full time.21 The greatest
financial and time pressures confront
single-parent households, where 28% of
children lived in 1996. The number of single
mothers who are working has risen as a
result of welfare reform, and they have
joined the search for after-school care.

For the past 20 years, as the commentary
by Seligson explains, parents and commu-
nity groups have organized school-age child
care programs to meet the needs of working
parents with older children. Despite the
growing awareness of these programs, how-
ever, a 1991 national household survey that
focused on child care use found that only
8% of children ages 5 to 12 were cared for
primarily in centers that met regularly before
and after school, and another 21% attended
lessons or activities like sports or clubs that
were more episodic.22 The majority of chil-
dren (65%) spent their time in home set-
tings, with parents, family members, or
family child care providers, while 5% were in
other arrangements including self-care. Cost
is a key reason why many children do not
attend centers or formal activities: Center
fees in 1991 averaged $35 to $45 per week
per child,23 imposing a stiff burden on fami-
lies with limited incomes or several children.

Children’s own preferences play a role in
family choices of after-school options, as well.
As they grow older, many children resist the
idea of “day care” and lobby for the right to
look after themselves after school. The arti-
cles by Vandell and Shumow, and by
Kerrebrock and Lewit, point out that there is
little consensus on the age at which self-care
becomes an appropriate choice for parents
to make. Instead, families make highly indi-
vidual choices after weighing their child’s age
and personality, the characteristics of the
neighborhood, the quality of available alter-
natives, and the resources the family can use
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to pay for after-school care or activities. There is
not always a good solution. One single mother
who had to leave her eight-year-old home alone
while she worked commented to an inter-
viewer, “All I do after 3:00 is worry.”24

To the Public: Prevention,
Learning, and Guidance
The primary question that policymakers and
voters are likely to ask about out-of-school
time is not whether it is important in the lives
of children and families but whether it is the
rightful concern of government. For more
than a century, the main public commitment
to children ages 6 to 18 in the United States
has been the promise of a free public educa-
tion. Fulfilling that promise consumes about
$265 billion per year, or $6,000 per school
child, in local, state, and federal tax dollars.25

Is that not enough assistance for govern-
ment to offer children and families? The
answer to that question has begun to change
as the public and policymakers have paid
more attention to children’s lives and activi-
ties after school lets out. After-school pro-
grams are increasingly seen as relevant to
two broad policy agendas: (1) preventing
crime, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy,
and (2) promoting school achievement.

Government agencies concerned with
physical and mental health worry that chil-
dren experiment with tobacco, alcohol,
drugs, and sex when they are unsupervised
in the afternoons.26–28 As a result, significant
funding has gone to programs that teach
adolescents and younger children the
values and skills needed to steer clear of
these risky behaviors. As the commentary by
Walker explains, however, evaluations have
shown that such narrowly gauged programs
have limited effectiveness. These findings
have fueled the growing support for more
positive and comprehensive approaches
that do not just address youth problems but
that promote youth development.29,30

To law enforcement officials, the hours
after school are when schoolchildren stir up
trouble on the streets, in the malls, or in
schoolyards. Widely reported FBI statistics
indicate that 47% of violent juvenile crimes
take place on weekdays between the hours of
2:00 P.M. and 8:00 P.M.31 Statistics like these
have turned local police into vocal advocates
for after-school programs.32 For instance, the
Police Athletic League in some cities pro-

vides recreational programs to keep chil-
dren off the streets, away from gangs, and
out of trouble.33 At the national level, the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention funds mentoring and after-
school programs that provide safe havens,
adult guidance, and help in resolving con-
flicts peacefully.34

For their part, educators tend to see the
after-school hours as an opportunity for
learning that must not be wasted. The article
by Dryfoos points out that American high
school children spend only half as many
hours in academic instruction each day as do
their peers in Japan, France, and Germany.3,35

The commentary by Brown explains the view
of educators who are concerned with lagging
and uneven achievement among students
despite school reform efforts. They see after-
school programs that offer remedial instruc-
tion, tutoring, homework assistance, and
enrichment projects in math, science, drama,
and computers as a valuable way to help stu-
dents who are disadvantaged or struggling in
school. This vision lies behind the 21st
Century Community Learning Centers pro-
gram mentioned earlier that is funding inno-
vative program development in 468 school
systems across the United States.

Public opinion polls reveal that Americans
endorse the use of government funds to sup-
port school-age children and their families,
especially to provide structure and moral
guidance to children. A national poll of 800
registered voters in 1998 found that adults
fear that children who are alone and unsu-
pervised after school are too influenced by
their peers and are too tempted by risk.36

Fully 80% said they would be willing to pay
$10 more in taxes to fund community after-
school programs that cost $1,000 per year
per child.37 While high-quality programs
that meet daily often cost twice that (see the
article by Halpern), voter support for gov-
ernment funding in this area is an important
step forward. The challenge now is to build
that first step into a sustainable movement to
meet the out-of-school needs of the nation’s
youngsters.

National Commitment,
Local Planning
This discussion of stakeholder values
regarding out-of-school time reveals both
common and divergent interests. A crucial
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common thread is the sense that the nation
now pays too little attention to the experi-
ences that schoolchildren have in their
neighborhoods and homes when school is
not in session. Children and their parents
need more support from their communi-
ties, and recent trends suggest that
Americans increasingly see a role for public-
sector leadership in this arena.

Of course, because the specific interests
of children, families, and policymakers differ,
no one program or approach will be suffi-
cient. Children want interesting activities,
autonomy, and time with friends. Parents are
looking for safe, supervised, goal-directed
programs. Policymakers and voters see the
value in programs that prevent problem
behaviors, promote learning, and provide
guidance. But are these the same programs?
Will the skateboard parks and teen clubs that
youngsters request satisfy their parents’ need
for an after-school program they can trust as
a form of supervision? Will either activity pro-
vide the educational benefits that policymak-
ers are seeking? No answers to these
questions are available today, but one can
easily see that communities need an array of
programs and services that are carefully
planned and adequately funded.

The first step toward a sustainable new
system of after-school solutions is securing a
stable national commitment to invest
resources in such programming. A critical
second step involves local-level planning
efforts to balance the interests of youngsters,
parents, and the public; to assess local
resources; and to strategically invest available
funds in ways that will matter the most to the
community’s school-age children. Designing
communities in which children can thrive
will likely involve not only funds for pro-
grams but also efforts to create child-friendly
public transportation systems, restore safety
to the streets, and reinvigorate public facili-
ties for children.

RECOMMENDATION

� Nationally, continue advocacy and public
education efforts to strengthen the willing-
ness of voters to support the use of govern-
ment resources to address children’s
out-of-school time. Locally, undertake com-

munity planning efforts to identify needs,
establish priorities, mobilize resources, and
guide investments to create a community in
which children can thrive.

Documenting Supply and
Demand
The community-planning processes sug-
gested above will likely uncover a haphazard
collection of local programs that are popular
but underfunded, hard to categorize, chal-
lenging to expand, and uneven in quality.
Moreover, while their overall value may be
accepted, their specific impacts on children
are uncertain. While these problems are
implementation challenges at the program
level, their impacts reverberate through the
system of options for school-age children
at both the local and national levels.
Therefore, solutions are best sought by
taking a systemwide view, beginning with an
objective analysis of the supply of, and the
demand for, different types of after-school
programs and activities.

The ability of planners and researchers
to estimate the supply of after-school pro-
grams and the demand for them is woefully
weak. Only a few major efforts have been
made to count and describe the supply of
after-school programs and activities, and
studies of demand are even more scarce.4,23

The systematic assessment of needs and
options for children’s out-of-school time is
hampered by the lack of clear, universal ter-
minology to use in categorizing after-school
programs and activities. The omnibus term
“after-school program” may mean anything
from an extended-day program at school to
a dance group to a YMCA basketball league.
Such imprecision confuses efforts to docu-
ment supply and demand, to plan new ini-
tiatives, to target program improvement
efforts, and to create appropriate expecta-
tions for program impact.

A new taxonomy of after-school pro-
grams could focus on both program goals
and structural characteristics. For instance, a
program could be classified based on (1)
whether it focuses most on providing child
care, educational support, recreation, or
youth development; (2) whether it is facility-
based and open daily; (3) whether the staff
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monitor children’s attendance; and (4)
whether the program offers a schedule of
different activities or a single, time-limited
activity like a class. Tradeoffs among these
characteristics define what a program can
easily achieve. Because no program will meet
all needs, public and private investments in
specific approaches should be guided by
awareness of their strengths and limitations.

Estimating Supply
The universe of after-school programs has
grown sharply in the past decade, although
its dimensions are unknown (in part
because it is unclear what should be
counted). Two major reports describing pro-
grams for school-age children were pub-
lished in the early 1990s: the 1991 National
Study of Before- and After-School Programs
(referred to here as the 1991 National Study,
and discussed in the articles by Vandell and
Shumow, and by Dryfoos),23 and the 1992
Carnegie Corporation report, A Matter of
Time (summarized and updated in the arti-
cle by Quinn).4 The 1991 National Study
gathered quantitative data on the character-
istics of after-school programs that offer
regular child care, while A Matter of Time
assembled information describing the
diverse array of regular, drop-in, and
episodic activities and programs that occupy
the time of youngsters.

The 1991 National Study estimated that
about 49,500 after-school programs were
open at least two hours per day, five days per
week; these programs were attended by
approximately 1.7 million children from
kindergarten to grade eight.23 Since then,
many public and private initiatives have
added to the number of programs. The fed-
eral 21st Century Community Learning
Centers program alone will launch 1,601
new programs in 1998 and 1999, serving an
estimated 450,000 children. The article by
Dryfoos describes additional investments in
school-based programming that have been
made recently by states, localities, and pri-
vate foundations.

Even so, there are 39 million American
children between the ages of 6 and 14, and
the increasing capacity has only begun to
make a dent in the need for after-school solu-
tions, especially among low-income children.
The article by Halpern reports that even after
several years of supply-building efforts in

Boston, Chicago, and Seattle, there are daily
full-year openings for only 35% of the chil-
dren in Seattle, 14% of the children in Boston,
and only 9% of the children in Chicago.
Estimates by the GAO confirm Halpern’s
concern, as the agency found that the
known supply of school-age care could cover
only about one-third of the population of
children with employed parents, especially
in rural areas.38 Key factors behind the
uneven coverage are variations in parent
demand, scarce and unstable funding, and
the limited availability of staff and space.

Understanding Demand
Understanding the demand for after-school
programs is also a challenging endeavor.
The evidence cited that compares the
number of program spaces with the popula-
tion of eligible children suggests that too few
programs exist. Indeed, a 1998 survey of par-
ents conducted by the U.S. Department of
Education revealed that 74% wanted and
were willing to pay for school-based after-
school programs, although only a third of
those parents reported that their child
attended a program.39 Statistics such as these
suggest that funds should go to create new
or expanded programs.

Cost and Transportation
Some evidence suggests, however, that while
interest in after-school programs may be
great, the actual demand for existing pro-
grams is soft. The 1991 National Study found
that 41% of the spaces that existed in
licensed programs were unfilled.23 Utiliza-
tion rates appear to be strongly influenced
by program characteristics like cost and ease
of access. The article by Halpern reports that
long waiting lists at free programs exist
alongside empty spaces in programs that
charge fees. One study of low-income fami-
lies with children ages five to seven asked
parents about barriers that kept them from
using their preferred after-school options.40

Nearly half (43%) of the parents cited cost,
and 16% cited transportation problems. The
annual cost of school-age child care pro-
grams that are open for three hours a day all
year round hovers around $2,000 to $2,500
per child per year.1,41

The lessons and activities that many par-
ents consider for their older school-age chil-
dren usually charge fees, as well. A Georgia
study found that the state’s daily center-



based programs cost a weekly average of $48
per child, while lessons and activities cost
$22 per week even though they met for only
a few hours.41 Some working parents cannot
afford both a space in a daily program and
the cost of add-on activities, so they combine
the activities with self-care—as long as the
child can safely walk or use public trans-
portation to get where he or she needs to go.
One single parent whose child spent her
afternoons at home said in an interview, “I’d
like her to go somewhere and do something.
She just needs a ride.”42

Child’s Age and Preferences
As these examples illustrate, the child’s age
also influences the demand for after-school
programs and activities. Enrollment in daily
school-age child care programs drops
sharply at about age 1122,41 when involve-
ment in activities like lessons and sports picks
up, as does the prevalence of self-care.21

Researchers who interviewed a sample of
53 children and families over several years
found that a typical after-school pattern for
youngsters of age 11 or older sounds like
this: “Well, on Monday she has soccer prac-
tice, on Tuesday she is home by herself, on
Wednesday and Thursday she goes to a
friend’s house, and on Friday I come home
early from work to be with her.”43

Where they exist, drop-in programs such
as community centers and Boys and Girls
Clubs can play a valuable role in the lives
of such independent middle-schoolers,
although for many children attendance is
irregular. In one national study of 15 success-
ful youth development programs, the partic-
ipants, who were about 13 years old, spent an
average of five hours per week at the pro-
gram.44 As one boy explained to an inter-
viewer, “Sometimes I feel like going to an
after-school program. . . . I don’t like having
to go. I want to be able to go.”45 Designing
surveys that will accurately capture this
youngster’s demand for after-school options
will not be easy, but it is an important task.

Accurate, current supply-and-demand
studies can provide crucial information to
program developers, advocates, and commu-
nity leaders. Supply studies should begin by
proposing a terminology to categorize after-
school programs and activities. They should
then identify gaps and redundancies in the
array of programs for different age groups,

with different goals, on differing schedules,
in different neighborhoods. Demand studies
should survey families and children to deter-
mine the use they make of programs and
activities, and gather information on parent
and child preferences, needs, and schedules,
perceptions of available options, and satisfac-
tion with the child’s experiences.

RECOMMENDATION

� Conduct research to document the
supply of, and the demand for, after-school
programs by type, hours, location, and cost
of care for children of different ages, to
guide the deliberations of community plan-
ners, program developers, and policymakers
as they allocate new funds and design new
programs.

The Challenge of Program
Improvement
In the after-school field, a collision is taking
place between an underfunded, informally
organized array of private, voluntary pro-
grams and an infusion of public funding that
is changing the landscape of program spon-
sorship, program goals, and accountability
expectations. The new funds will expand
access to programs, but efforts are also
required to maintain the quality of existing
programs. Halpern, in this journal issue,
writes of the fragility of after-school programs
and the marginal conditions under which
many of them operate. While an infusion of
new funds would resolve some difficulties,
problems of staffing, space, and supporting
institutions will remain. There is no cadre of
trained youth professionals ready to take up
positions in new after-school programs, nor
do most communities have facilities
designed for children that are currently avail-
able for use. Long-term investments are
needed to improve individual programs and
to establish an infrastructure of facilities
and training supports to uphold the quality
of after-school programs in future years.

System-Building: The Case of
Early Care and Education
System level analysis can help planners and
advocates as they seek to maintain quality
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while expanding access to programs. For
instance, the foundation-supported MOST
project (Making the Most of Out-of-School
Time) adopted a systems approach when
investing $9.7 million over six years to
improve both the availability and the quality
of after-school programs in Boston, Chicago,
and Seattle.46 In the field of early care and
education for younger children, a close
cousin to the after-school field, system-build-
ing efforts launched in the past two decades
have helped to foster the development of
stronger programs and more supportive
policies. Like after-school programming, the
early childhood field faces challenges of lim-
ited funding, variable quality, and uncertain
public support that are serious and unre-
solved. Nevertheless, the sprawling array of
preschool and child care programs has
become more organized, and some of that
field’s advances are described here to sug-
gest next steps that advocates for after-school
programming might consider.

Two major strands of work dominate the
fragmented field of early care and educa-
tion. One is a network of programs focused
on educational goals that are publicly
funded and held to quality standards (Head
Start, preschool). The other is a private
market of child care services purchased by
parents that is governed only by regulations
designed to prevent harm to children.
Government grants and contracts support
Head Start and preschool programs for dis-
advantaged groups, while tax credits and
government subsidy programs help parents
pay child care costs. Public support for these
expenditures was spurred by landmark
research studies that showed the long-term
benefits that preschool programs yield to
low-income children and that documented
the growing reliance on child care by par-
ents in all levels of society.47

Concerted attention by researchers, advo-
cates, and professionals to the idea that
“quality matters” in early care and education
has paid off in policy initiatives that designate
funds for quality improvements, in con-
sumer education campaigns that help par-
ents choose good programs, and in
accreditation standards that recognize high-
quality programs.48 The establishment of
local child care resource and referral agen-
cies promoted system-building by creating
intermediary organizations that help parents

to access local child care programs, offer
training to providers, and gather planning
data that give a bird’s-eye view of the pro-
grams in a given community. Many problems
remain to be solved before the nation has a
well-functioning, equitable system of early
care and education, but research, advocacy,
and intermediary support organizations have
contributed to significant progress in ways
that the after-school field might emulate.

Financing for After-School
Programs
At the heart of many issues of program imple-
mentation in the after-school field lie historic
and persistent funding challenges. This fact
raises the hopes of advocates that new funds
can improve program quality while increas-
ing the availability of programs. To turn those
hopes into reality, however, will require cre-
ativity, planning, and strategic thinking about
ways of mobilizing and combining public and
private resources to support programs.

No estimates of how much public fund-
ing currently goes to activities during out-of-
school time exist at this time. As the
commentary by Barnes-O’Connor notes,
the U.S. General Accounting Office in 1996
found that 131 federal programs spend a
total of more than $4 billion per year on at-
risk and delinquent youths,49 although
much of that funding went to substance-
abuse intervention and job training for
older teens. An estimated $20 billion in
public funds is spent annually to help par-
ents pay for child care, but the proportion
that goes to school-age children is
unknown.50 A growing number of schools
operate or help support after-school pro-
grams, but, again, the extent to which edu-
cation funds are used to pay program costs is
not documented. This absence of informa-
tion about public funding for after-school
programs may reflect the American tradi-
tion of ceding responsibility for organizing
and funding activities for children and
youths to the private, voluntary sector.

Indeed, the 1991 National Study found
that 86% of daily after-school program funds
came from parent fees,23 although programs
in low-income communities understandably
rely more on public and charitable funding.
The article by Halpern reports that many of
the programs serving low-income children
in Boston, Chicago, and Seattle had



expenses that outstripped their revenues
and that they relied on donated space, staff
vacancies, and creative juggling of expenses
to continue operating. Not all programs are
this small or fragile, however. For instance,
the article by Quinn reports that govern-
ment funding for Boys and Girls Clubs dou-
bled in just one year from $4.5 million in
1995 to $10.3 million in 1996; and the
Beacon Schools in New York City operate on
annual grants of $450,000 per site, with
which they are expected to serve 1,000 to
2,000 children and community members.6

The time is now ripe to conduct a thor-
ough economic analysis of financing for after-
school programs that would document the
current situation and generate alternative
financing models. Much of the new public
funding for after-school programs comes in
the form of two- to three-year government
grants, and it is not certain where the new
programs will find ongoing funding for con-
tinued operations—especially if the public
investments have the effect of disrupting tra-
ditions of private charitable support for
school-age services. Efforts to assure the finan-
cial sustainability of both new and expanded
efforts should be high on the priority lists of
policymakers and program planners.

RECOMMENDATION

� Develop and implement new models for
financing after-school programs that incor-
porate affordable parent fees, private-sector
support and donations, and expanded gov-
ernment funding. A new approach to com-
bining and balancing these funding sources
is required to ensure that programs can be
sustained and made accessible to low-
income children and families.

Finding and Keeping 
Qualified Staff
Like both schools and child care, after-
school programs are labor-intensive enter-
prises that revolve around relationships
between adults and children, and personnel
costs consume, on average, 60% of the bud-
gets of daily after-school programs.23 In
those after-school programs that are
licensed as child care providers, the regula-

tions typically hold the ratio of children to
adults to no more than 15:1. Problems arise
as programs with tight budgets attempt to
meet those requirements: Some rely on vol-
unteers or limit staff salaries to less than $10
per hour.23 Moreover, after-school programs
are, almost by definition, part-time opera-
tions. Not surprisingly, staff working only
part time for such low pay are unlikely to feel
committed to their jobs, and the article by
Halpern reports that the average turnover
rate among the staff of daily after-school pro-
grams exceeds 40% per year—outstripping
the high turnover that plagues the nation’s
child care programs.

School-based programs that are consid-
ered educational are not subject to the same
licensing requirements and may have more
financial flexibility than school-age child
care to make different staffing choices, as
the article by Dryfoos explains. Schools
sometimes pay teachers to staff the after-
school programs, with the assistance of uni-
versity students or community volunteers.3,26

Expanding the role of teachers in this way
offers advantages and poses problems. Well
positioned to maximize connections
between the after-school and school day
learning experiences, teachers are better
educated than most youth workers,
although their wage scales are much higher,
as well. The article by Vandell and Shumow
explains that staff qualifications strongly
influence the quality of children’s experi-
ences in after-school programs, which
argues for efforts to engage trained teachers.
programs. On the other hand, as the com-
mentary by Brown suggests, one might
argue that teachers need the hours after
their classes end for their lesson plans and
record keeping.

A related staffing question concerns the
specific qualifications that staff of after-
school programs need most. The commen-
tary by Seligson emphasizes that running an
academic classroom and providing an opti-
mal after-school experience require differ-
ent skills. As of today, however, there is not
an agreed-upon credential or skill set that
can be required of after-school and youth
workers. Nascent efforts are under way to
develop professional standards for program
quality,51,52 but these efforts are complicated
by the differing goals of after-school pro-
grams that require staff with different skills
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and training. Moreover, specifying staff qual-
ifications cannot improve program quality
unless workers also have access to appropri-
ate training opportunities and unless pro-
grams can raise staff compensation to
reduce turnover. Multifaceted efforts are
needed to tackle these interrelated issues.

RECOMMENDATION

� Invest in efforts to conceptualize the skills
required for professional work with school-
age children; to create tailored training
courses and degree programs; and to design
a career ladder that links increasing com-
pensation to increased qualifications.

Access to Facilities and
Specialized Resources
Organized programs cannot meet if they do
not have safe and appropriate space where
children and youths can gather together,
engage in a range of activities, and spend
quiet time; but facilities have proven to be a
stumbling block for many programs.
Leading organizations in the youth develop-
ment field, such as the YMCA and Boys and
Girls Clubs, have long had their own facili-
ties designed for youths to use. However, the
1991 National Study found that 48% of daily
after-school programs operate in shared
space that they do not control.23 Most lack
even weekly access to libraries, computer
labs, art or music rooms, and playgrounds or
parks. When programs do not have connec-
tions to such specialized resources, the activ-
ities they offer children can easily wear thin
and become unattractive. One youngster
complained to an evaluator, “Ping Pong
every day gets boring.”53

The article by Dryfoos focuses on the
potential for locating after-school programs in
school buildings—whether the programs
themselves are operated by schools or by
community organizations. Currently, school-
based programs and school leaders negoti-
ate whether or not the program may use
school facilities from gymnasiums to com-
puter labs, but these relationships are often
difficult. A major benefit from the new after-
school initiatives that are funded with grants
to school systems may be a greater willing-

ness by school officials to provide after-school
access to school buildings and the child-
focused resources that are available there.

In addition to school buildings, many com-
munities offer public facilities (such as parks,
pools, libraries, museums, recreation centers,
and playing fields) that school-age children
are eager to use if they are safe, in good
repair, and accessible by public transporta-
tion. Several leading youth-development
organizations have developed methods that
communities can use to review both youth
needs and resources for youths wherever they
might be located—in schools, in public build-
ings, or under private ownership.54–57 In
many instances, young people take a leading
role in mapping their own communities,
then developing and implementing action
plans to make improvements.

RECOMMENDATION

� Establish strategic partnerships between
public and private institutions to maximize the
benefit derived from resources and facilities
that are suited for use by school-age children.

Linking Diverse Programs
One consequence of the new public atten-
tion to children’s out-of-school time is that
very different types of programs have been
grouped together as examples of a commu-
nitywide set of after-school options. Diversity
yields richness, but it can also lead to tension,
competition, and communication difficul-
ties. Complicating this picture is the fact that
much of the new after-school funding has
gone to school systems. The logic for includ-
ing schools in planning for after-school ser-
vices is indisputable, but disparities in power
and differences in goals make balanced part-
nerships between schools and community-
based organizations difficult to achieve.58,59

Nevertheless, collaborative programs are
being established across the nation, and
there is no doubt that the field of after-
school programs will look far different in
2009 than it does in 1999.

In some instances, new intermediary
institutions play a crucial role in supporting
partnerships, coalitions, and cooperative
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system-building efforts. For instance, Seattle
boasts an independent organization called
the “School’s Out Consortium/YWCA” that
offers training and technical assistance to
after-school programs of all types through-
out the city. In New Hampshire, a nonprofit
coalition called PlusTime works to expand
and improve out-of-school programming by
awarding start-up grants, offering technical
assistance, helping to craft policy, and assist-
ing in community planning processes to
ensure that after-school issues are being
addressed statewide.60 Intermediary organi-
zations like these, which resemble the early
childhood field’s resource and referral agen-
cies, help to make the system of independent
but linked after-school programs tangible.

RECOMMENDATION

� Create coalitions, councils, or coordinat-
ing bodies (similar to child care resource
and referral agencies) to serve as network
hubs, intermediaries, advocates, and sup-
port systems for after-school programs, fami-
lies, and youths throughout the community.

Evaluations: Present 
and Future
The justification for investment in after-
school programs and the intermediary orga-
nizations needed to support them is, of
course, that these programs will help policy-
makers, parents, and children meet their
goals for out-of-school time. Only within the
past few years has evidence documenting
the impact of after-school programs on chil-
dren begun to accumulate. In the words of
one reviewer, “Research on after-school pro-
grams is at a very rudimentary stage.”61 As
the commentary by Walker points out,
strong, long-term evaluations of after-school
and youth development programs have not
yet demonstrated widespread impact on the
high-priority youth outcomes that matter to
most policymakers and the public.

Indeed, as the article by Quinn points
out, relatively few strong studies have been
undertaken. Methodological challenges
complicate studies of voluntary programs
that offer a menu of activities and have broad

goals that are not easily measured (such as
increases in self-esteem or leadership
skill).30,61,62 Evaluation is also costly, and until
recently youth program funders have not
given it high priority. The past five years have
brought a sharp upswing in research on after-
school and youth development programs,
however. New findings are emerging regu-
larly, and new evaluations are being designed
by researchers across the United States.

Studies of daily after-school programs for
children under age 10 typically follow the
mold of child care research, where children
are observed in settings chosen by their fam-
ilies. Some studies compare children who
attend after-school programs with those
who spend their out-of-school time alone,
with a parent, in activities, or with unsuper-
vised peers; others examine children in dif-
ferent after-school programs.63,64 As the
article by Vandell and Shumow explains,
younger children and those in low-income
neighborhoods benefit most from after-
school child care programs, showing
improvements in behavior with peers and
adults, work habits, and performance in
school. Fewer positive impacts result for
older children and for those in middle-class
or suburban neighborhoods that are safe
and offer a variety of attractive activity
options. Program characteristics influence
outcomes, as well. Children do not fare well
in rigidly structured programs where staff
members have a harsh style of interacting,
but benefit from attending flexible programs
with varied activities and supportive staff.

By contrast, studies of youth develop-
ment programs serving older children usu-
ally focus on individual programs that are
well implemented or are testing a new pro-
gram approach. Evaluations of this type are
accumulating rapidly. For instance, in 1998
the American Youth Policy Forum published
a volume called Some Things DO Make a
Difference for Youth, which reviewed 69 evalua-
tions, and in 1999 it published a second com-
pendium with results from an additional 64
evaluations.65 These and other recent
reviews summarizing evaluation results30,61,65,66

report a collection of positive results. When
compared with children who do not partici-
pate in after-school programs, the youngsters
who do participate achieve higher grades in
school, exhibit more positive work habits
in school, engage in fewer high-risk behav-
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iors, and show more social competence with
peers at school and at home.3

When interpreting these positive find-
ings, however, it is crucial to remember that
the programs are voluntary and their partic-
ipants are self-selected. That means that
unmeasurable qualities like motivation and
interest probably differentiate the children
who sign up from their uninterested peers.
These preexisting personal qualities could
easily lead to more favorable outcomes for
the active children, regardless of what spe-
cific program they happened to join.
Evaluators can control the influence of self-
selection by including all the children who
were invited to join the program group—
even those who declined or drifted away—in
the analysis of program impacts. Such evalu-
ations will permit more confident statements
about the contribution that after-school pro-
grams make to the lives of young people.

New additions to the evaluation litera-
ture on after-school programs will soon
come from multisite initiatives launched
with government and foundation grants.
The Department of Education is planning
both broad-scale and intensive evaluations of
the new 21st Century Community Learning
Centers program mentioned at the outset of
this article. Such multisite studies promise to
yield a wealth of new knowledge about how
programs with different characteristics influ-
ence the outcomes that matter to the
policymakers and the public—from the pre-
vention of risk behaviors to improved school
performance, enhanced self-esteem, and
higher aspirations for the future.

From a policy perspective, this is a time to
concentrate substantial evaluation resources
in a few ambitious and careful studies of
important programs to gain the knowledge
needed to guide subsequent policy and
funding decisions. The value that these new
studies will have for policymakers, program
designers, and advocates will rest on the
rigor of the evaluation design and the choice
of the outcomes measured. The field-build-
ing value of evaluations is greatest if they
measure a wide range of outcomes for chil-
dren, not a narrow set of outcomes that the
specific program expects to change. By com-
mitting to measure a broad spectrum of
important life outcomes that unfold over
time (such as the avoidance of early preg-

nancy or delinquency, high school gradua-
tion, and career or college choices), evalua-
tions ensure the interest of policy audiences
and the public. As a side benefit, compre-
hensive outcome tracking also permits ana-
lysts to detect unanticipated positive or
negative changes that might emerge, and to
compile and compare findings across stud-
ies. When the results of a series of well-
designed, comprehensive, coordinated
studies are integrated, planners and policy-
makers will have strong evidence as well as
anecdotes on which to base their decisions.

RECOMMENDATION

� Launch a limited number of rigorous
evaluations of program models that are
important because they are based on strong
theory or are being implemented on a wide
scale. Such evaluations should be designed
to estimate effects on a broad array of out-
come measures that matter to planners and
policymakers, so that positive results can
reinforce public confidence that govern-
ment has a role to play in providing after-
school solutions.

Conclusion
School-age children have entered the public
spotlight. They are drawing attention not
only as students but as the next generation
of well-rounded individuals, parents, work-
ers, citizens, and leaders. Many young
people and youth advocates might say, “It’s
about time.” The challenge before today’s
adults is to make the most of this window of
policy opportunity. The new funding for
after-school programs will significantly
expand the availability of programs and may
change their character. These are critical
years for the growing field of after-school
professionals, program developers, advo-
cates, and researchers.

Because the new resources are public dol-
lars, they are linked to policy goals that are
salient to the voters and elected officials. But
after-school programs will succeed only if
they also appeal to parents and children. As
long as advocacy efforts can sustain the cur-
rent interest of public and private funders in
after-school programs, it will fall to commu-



nity leaders to balance the interests of parents
who seek child care and educational enrich-
ment; of youngsters who are eager for recre-
ation, skills, and autonomy; of policymakers
who focus on school achievement and risk
reduction; and of the public that cares about
character-building and moral guidance.

This period of fresh public interest, inno-
vation, and program expansion creates a
precious opportunity to design a new system
of after-school options that is coherent and
well supported. This analysis has argued that
major problems of program delivery cannot
be well diagnosed or resolved program by
program, but should be addressed sys-
temwide. This article has touched on four
major hurdles: finding ongoing funds, main-
taining an able staff, securing appropriate
space, and developing an accurate under-
standing of likely program impacts. With

new funding and widespread program
expansion, progress can be made on all four
fronts. There is even more reason for opti-
mism if community and program leaders
succeed in forging new partnerships and
new support institutions to give after-school
programs a stable financial base, a profes-
sional identity, and opportunities to
strengthen overall quality. Together, advo-
cates and professionals, children and par-
ents, and policymakers at all levels of
government can move to build an array
of programs and activities that are high qual-
ity, affordable, and evenly distributed across
neighborhoods, to engage children’s hearts
and minds during the time they spend
“when school is out.”

Mary B. Larner, Ph.D.
Lorraine Zippiroli, R.N., M.S., M.H.A.
Richard E. Behrman, M.D.
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America’s Schoolchildren:
Past, Present, and Future
Elise Cappella
Mary B. Larner 

Abstract

To provide a context for the articles in this journal issue, which focus on programs for
children in elementary and middle school, this article depicts the cohort of children
who were between 5 and 14 years old in the 1990s and compares them with their coun-
terparts earlier in the century. It reports their numbers, overall and by racial and
ethnic heritage; the makeup, employment, and economic status of their parents; and
the time they spend in school. The article examines changes in these demographics
and characteristics of school-age children with an eye to the effect that these trends may
have on public attitudes toward children and youths, and on support for government
funding to keep young people safe and to promote their development.

The twentieth century has redrawn the portrait of American children,
as well as their families, neighborhoods, and daily lives. Some of
the changes are demographic: The number of children living in the

United States has grown, but the proportion of children to adults has
decreased, which may undercut political support for government spending
on children.1 Other changes are structural: Families have grown smaller and
their lives seem more hectic, with increasing commitments by all family
members to jobs, school, and activities. Because few adults are home or
at least close by after school lets out, concerns have escalated about chil-
dren’s well-being during the afternoon hours. Changes like these influence
decisions about the role society should take in helping to keep school-age
children both “safe and smart.”2

This journal issue focuses on programs that serve children during the
elementary and middle-school years. As a context for the later articles, this
article characterizes the cohort of children who were between 5 and 14 years
old in the 1990s (when data on 5- to 14-year-olds is unavailable, the term
“children” is used to span the period from birth to 18 years old). Historical
comparisons highlight a number of ways that daily life has changed for chil-
dren in this age range. The article concludes with an overview of attitudinal
shifts in adult perceptions about children and youths, their families, and the
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Child Demographics
Despite the media attention paid to the rapid
brain development of infants and the risky
behavior of adolescents (ages 15 and up),
most of childhood falls quietly between
those high-profile periods. In 1998, there
were 39 million children ages 5 to 14 living
in the United States.3 That is more than
twice the number living here in 1900, as
Figure 1 shows. Nevertheless, children now
make up a smaller percentage of the citi-
zenry, for a range of reasons: Families are
having fewer children,4 elders are living
longer,5,6 and a growing number of adults
are remaining childless.7 Only 34% of U.S.
households included any children under
age 18 in 1996.8 That year, one in seven
Americans were between the ages of 5 and
14, compared with one in five in 1960.9

The race and ethnicity of the nation’s
children have also changed from earlier in
the twentieth century. As the flow of immi-
gration from Europe slowed, and immigra-
tion from Latin America, the Caribbean,
Asia, and the Middle East expanded, the
population of American children has grown
more diverse. As Figure 2 shows, the pro-
portion of American 5- to 14-year-olds who
are not Caucasian has increased from one-
fourth in 1980 to about one-third in 1998.10

It is expected to approach one-half by the
year 2020. Today, one American child in
five is either foreign-born or born to immi-
grant parents.11

These changes in the composition of the
U.S. population—the shrinking proportion
who are children and the growing diversity
of those children’s backgrounds—may have
important political implications. If few voters
are parents, or if voting adults do not feel a
kinship with children whose skin color,
native language, or family culture differs
from theirs, the changes described above
could weaken public support for programs
benefitting children, youths, and families.

Family and Community
Context
School-age children are firmly intertwined
within both their families and neighbor-

hoods: They are still young enough to
spend much of their time with their par-
ents, yet they are old enough to begin to
explore the neighborhood, often accom-
panied by friends who live nearby. Thus
the dual impact of the family and commu-
nity contexts during children’s middle
years can be powerful. Changes that the
past several decades have wrought in family
structure, parental employment, income,
and neighborhood residence mean that
children today grow up surrounded by
experiences and influences that differ
sharply from those that operated earlier in
the century.

Family Structure and
Employment
Traditional families made up of a husband,
a wife, and one or more children are far
less prominent today than they once were.
Less than 30 years ago, 40% of American
households matched that description, com-
pared with only one quarter of households
in the 1990s.12 Taking the child’s perspec-
tive, Figure 3 shows the declining prevalence
of two-parent households. In 1960, nearly 9 of
10 children lived in two-parent families
(including both biological and stepfamilies),
but in 1996 fewer than 7 of 10 children did
so.13 As unmarried births and divorces have
made two-parent families less common,
single-parent families headed by women
have taken their place. Today, more than
half of all children are expected to live at
least part of their childhood separated from
one or both of their parents.14

Along with changes in family structure
have come changing roles for parents.
Regardless of their marital status, mothers
are more likely to work outside the home
today than they were previously. As Figure 4
shows, the proportion of school-age chil-
dren with a working mother rose by about
10% each decade until it leveled off in
1990.15 The change is greatest for married
women: In 1996, some 77% of married
mothers with school-age children worked
outside the home, while slightly more than
40% were employed in 1960.16 Moreover,
the employed mothers of school-agers most
often work full time.17 Because the typical
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school day lasts less than six hours, com-
pared to an adult workday of more than
eight hours, it is not surprising that more
and more parents are calling for reliable
community programs where their young-
sters can spend time outside school with
adults, enjoy their peers, and pursue their
interests.

Family Income
Even with the additional salaries of working
mothers, poverty rates among families with
children have remained high. In 1995, some
19% of children ages 6 to 17 lived in families
whose income fell beneath the federal
poverty line (which was then $15,569 for a
family of four).18 Poverty rates are highest
among Native American, African-American,
and Hispanic children; among children
living in single-parent, female-headed
households; and among central-city resi-
dents. That said, however, the majority of
poor children are white and non-Hispanic,

live outside the largest urban areas, and have
at least one parent who works.12

All poverty is not equal: Some children
live in families with household incomes just
below the poverty line, and others live in
extremely poor families; some experience
poverty for only a few months or a year, and
others spend their entire childhood poor.19

African-American children are more likely
than others to suffer both extreme and
long-term poverty. In many instances, the
impact of poverty on children is com-
pounded because families with limited
incomes tend to live in neighborhoods with
high unemployment, high crime, and few
monetary resources. Census data reveal that
1 school-age child in 5 lives in a poor neigh-
borhood, and 1 in 20 lives in a neighbor-
hood considered extremely poor because at
least 40% of the households have incomes
below the poverty level.20 Youngsters grow-
ing up in those situations are likely to

Sources: For 1900 through 1970, see U.S. Bureau of the Census. Historical statistics of the United States: Colonial times to 1970,
bicentennial edition, part 1. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975, Table Series A 119–134, p. 15. For 1980
and 1990, see U.S. Bureau of the Census. Statistical abstract of the United States: 1997. 117th edition. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1997, p. 15. For 1998, see U.S. Bureau of the Census. Resident population of the United States:
Estimates, by age and sex. Internet release date, June 25, 1998. Available online at http://www.census.gov/population/
estimates/nation/intfile2-1.txt. 
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inherit a bleak view of what adulthood has
to offer them.

Trends in the economy and changes in
family composition have combined to
widen the gaps between poor, middle-class,
and wealthy families.21 From a child’s per-
spective, income disparities translate into
sharp differences between the available
options when it comes to out-of-school
experiences. A 1990 national survey of child
care arrangements found that school-age
children in poor families were one-third as
likely as those in middle-class families to
attend after-school centers. Poor children
were less than half as likely to spend their
afternoons in lessons designed to expand

their academic, athletic, cultural, or creative
skills.22 These differences are not surprising,
because the cost of lessons and after-school
programs is borne almost entirely by par-
ents. Nevertheless, these disparities serve as
a reminder that the children facing the
steepest personal challenges, in the most
threatening surroundings, are often left out
of the programs that could support their
development.

Community Surroundings
As the previous discussion suggested, the
daily lives of families and children are
shaped not only by economic resources
and family structure but also by where they
live. Residential mobility among American

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Current population reports. U.S. population estimates by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin: 1980 to 1991.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 1993, p. 29 for data on 1980. See also, U.S. Bureau of the Census. Current population reports.
Population projections of the United States by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin: 1995 to 2050. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce,
1996, pp. 25 and 77 for projections for 1998 and 2020.
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families has been widespread during this
century: Nearly one-fifth (17%) of
American children move in any given
year.23 Families have left rural areas for the
cities, moved from cities to suburbs, and
crisscrossed the nation in search of eco-
nomic opportunity and new lifestyles. In
1920, the country’s urban population first
outnumbered the rural population, and 70
years later, three-fourths of all Americans
lived in cities.24

The growth of the suburbs, which
began in earnest after World War II, signif-
icantly changed the lives of many children
in the middle-class families who predomi-
nated in the suburbs.25 Though they
gained space and privacy, the children had

to depend on their parents for trans-
portation to school and activities. They
were surrounded by other children from
similar backgrounds, but relatively isolated
from family friends and kinfolk. By con-
trast, in those inner-city neighborhoods
where poverty became increasingly con-
centrated, life took on a more threatening
character for many children and families.
There, the flight of middle-class residents,
businesses, and employment opportunities
left behind deteriorating institutions,
crime, and social problems.26

To varying extents, communities provide
organized programs, activities, and places
designed to keep young people safe and
busy while they are not in school or with

Source: U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means. 1998 green book: Background material and data on programs within
the jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1998, Table G-5, p. 1250.
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family members. National data shows that
nearly half of the schools in suburban areas
and in central cities offer extended-day pro-
grams to fourth graders, while just over one-
fourth of rural schools do so.27 The
programs that exist also differ in character
from neighborhood to neighborhood. An
in-depth study of two Chicago neighbor-
hoods revealed that the suburban commu-
nity offered three times as many different
activities as did the inner-city neighbor-
hood.28 The suburban activity array included
arts classes, clubs, sports, and civic groups; in
the urban neighborhood, tutoring and pre-
vention programs predominated. Dramatic
differences separate children’s needs and
the choices available to them, depending on
where they live.

Public Concern About 
Out-of-School Time
The transformation of American child-
hood coincides with an escalating concern
on the part of adults about children’s devel-
opment, especially that of children ages 5

to 14. A national poll taken in 1996 by
Public Agenda found that a majority of
Americans believe youths are failing to
learn moral values; public schools are not
providing a high-quality, safe education;
and today’s children are exposed to nega-
tive influences (such as crime, gangs,
drugs) at higher rates than previous gener-
ations.29 When asked to explain these prob-
lems, nearly one-half of the adults who
responded to the survey report that it is
“very common” for teens to get into trouble
because they have too much free time.
Indeed, statistics collected by police and
other authorities indicate that risky behav-
iors such as sexual activity, alcohol and drug
use, and juvenile crime increase signifi-
cantly from 3:00 P.M. to 6:00 P.M.30

Concern about children’s use of free
time raises new policy issues for a society
that has long considered school to be the
primary program that youngsters require.
More of America’s youngsters (ages 5 to 19)
are enrolled in school now than ever before.
School enrollment rates among that age

Source: U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means. 1998 green book: Background material and data
on programs within the jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1998, Table 9-1, p. 661.
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group have risen from 51% at the turn of
the century to 93% in 1990.31 Moreover, the
number of days of school attended by
the average student nearly doubled from 99
days per year in 1900 to 161 days per year in
1980, the last year for which such statistics
are published.32 Even so, a great deal of free
time remains for today’s young people, who
are less likely to be burdened with work or
household chores than were children early
in the century. Children attend school only
six hours a day, five days a week, for approx-
imately 180 days a year.33 School is closed
for one reason or another (teacher plan-
ning days, vacations, holidays, or weekends)
fully 185 days each year. A recent national
survey found that, in a given week, 12-year-
olds averaged between 5 and 6 hours study-
ing or reading for pleasure, compared with
15 hours spent watching television.34 Not
surprisingly, more time spent reading is
associated with higher test scores, while
more time watching television is accompa-
nied by modestly lower scores. Against this
backdrop, education experts argue that
more of children’s time should be devoted
to learning.33

The challenge of managing children’s
out-of-school time is also a practical concern
for parents, as a number of recent surveys
and polls have indicated. For instance, 72%
of the parents in a national poll taken in
1996 commented that they would like
schools to be kept open longer for classes,
supervised homework, or extracurricular
activities.35 A 1995 poll of 600 parents in

Minneapolis highlighted their desire to have
more safe and stimulating places for young
people to go when they are not in school,
where they can engage in meaningful activi-
ties and where they can spend time with
caring adults.36 Parents and youths in
Minneapolis noted that children’s participa-
tion in out-of-school programs is limited by
barriers, such as transportation problems,
lack of time, poor quality and choice of pro-
grams, and unaffordable fees. Two 1998 sur-
veys, one of more than 1,000 California
adults37 and one of a national sample of 800
voters,38 found that close to 80% of those
surveyed said they were willing to pay more
taxes to support after-school mentoring,
educational, and prevention programs for
youths. This willingness reflects the wide-
spread belief on the part of the public that
after-school programs and activities may be
an effective way to help young people stay on
the right track.29

Conclusion
The demographic and societal trends
described above combine to change the
contexts in which school-age children live
their lives. These trends contribute to grow-
ing concern on the part of parents and the
public at large about the development of 5-
to 14-year-olds and about negative influ-
ences that arise during the many daytime
hours those children spend outside school.
As a result, interest in programs and activi-
ties for children and youths in this age
range is at a historic high. The remainder of
this journal issue is devoted to a more in-
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The Development of
Children Ages 6 to 14
Jacquelynne S. Eccles

Abstract

The years between 6 and 14—middle childhood and early adolescence—are a time of
important developmental advances that establish children’s sense of identity. During
these years, children make strides toward adulthood by becoming competent, inde-
pendent, self-aware, and involved in the world beyond their families. Biological and
cognitive changes transform children’s bodies and minds. Social relationships and roles
change dramatically as children enter school, join programs, and become involved
with peers and adults outside their families. During middle childhood, children
develop a sense of self-esteem and individuality, comparing themselves with their
peers. They come to expect they will succeed or fail at different tasks. They may
develop an orientation toward achievement that will color their response to school
and other challenges for many years. In early adolescence, the tumultuous physical
and social changes that accompany puberty, the desire for autonomy and distance
from the family, and the transition from elementary school to middle school or junior
high can all cause problems for young people. When adolescents are in settings (in
school, at home, or in community programs) that are not attuned to their needs and
emerging independence, they can lose confidence in themselves and slip into nega-
tive behavior patterns such as truancy and school dropout. This article examines the
developmental changes that characterize the years from 6 to 14, and it highlights ways
in which the organization of programs, schools, and family life can better support pos-
itive outcomes for youths.

When people think of dramatic changes in children over time,
they typically think about the first two or three years of life.
Although these years are marked by striking changes, the

developmental and social changes that occur between ages 6 and 14 are
dramatic, as well. Imagine a six-year-old girl starting first grade—maybe
she has braids in her hair and is wearing a cute dress; she looks like a
little girl and she is likely to be quite excited about going off to school.
Her parents still exercise great control over her comings and goings;
their biggest worries are likely to be about her safety when crossing
streets and about her adjustment to elementary school. Now imagine
that same girl as a 14-year-old starting the ninth grade: She now looks
like a full-grown woman, leading her parents to worry about the negative
influences of peers, premature sexual relationships, and the risk that she
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may come to physical harm during the many hours that she is away
from home.

Equally dramatic changes occur in the social contexts where young-
sters spend time. A six-year-old boy is likely to be enrolled in a local
neighborhood elementary school—perhaps within walking distance
from home. By age 14, he will have changed schools at least once,
moving into a junior high school or middle school. He may be looking
forward to his classes, or he may have already psychologically turned his
back on formal schooling. He may have sampled out-of-school activities
from Scouts to basketball to handling a paper route. Because the expe-
riences both boys and girls have in school and other activities will shape
their development through this pivotal age period, efforts should be
made to optimize these experiences, as recommended in the other arti-
cles included in this journal issue.

This article provides an overview of the kinds of biological, psycholog-
ical, and social changes that characterize the years between 6 and 14. To
facilitate the presentation, those years are divided into two broad periods:
middle childhood (approximately ages 6 to 10) and early adolescence
(approximately ages 11 to 14). Children’s development during both peri-
ods is driven by basic psychological needs to achieve competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness. They seek opportunities to master and demonstrate
new skills, to make independent decisions and control their own behavior,
and to form good social relationships with peers and adults outside
the family.1

Each period is marked by basic biological and cognitive changes, as
well as changes in the social surroundings where children’s daily lives
unfold. Exercising their growing autonomy in school and organized pro-
grams, children learn about the world outside the family, match them-
selves against the expectations of others, compare their performance
with that of their peers, and develop customary ways of responding to
challenges and learning opportunities. Through these years, they forge
a personal identity, a self-concept, and an orientation toward achieve-
ment that will play a significant role in shaping their success in school,
work, and life. Although researchers and policymakers have focused on
the school as the critical arena in which development occurs and chil-
dren’s futures are sculpted, out-of-school programs offer alternative
environments in which children can learn about themselves and their
worlds, and can discover opportunities for carving their own versions
of success.
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Middle Childhood
The importance of middle childhood, as a
developmental period, was not always recog-
nized by scholars. The grand theorists Freud
and Piaget saw middle childhood as a
plateau in development, a time when chil-
dren consolidated the gains they made
during the rapid growth of the preschool
period, and when they prepared for the dra-
matic changes of adolescence. Erik Erikson,
however, who proposed the “eight stages of
man” depicted in Table 1, stressed the
importance of middle childhood as a time
when children move from home into wider
social contexts that strongly influence their
development.2 Erikson viewed the years
between 7 and 11 as the time when children

should develop what he called “sense of
industry” and learn to cooperate with their
peers and adults. The involvement in formal
schooling and organized activities that
begins during these years, introduces chil-
dren to new social roles in which they earn
social status by their competence and per-
formance.3 Children who do not master the
skills required in these new settings are likely
to develop what Erikson called a “sense of
inferiority,” which can lead, in turn, to long-
lasting intellectual, emotional, and interper-
sonal consequences.

Researchers have corroborated Erikson’s
notion that feelings of competence and per-
sonal esteem are of central importance for a
child’s well-being.4,5 For instance, children
who do not see themselves as competent in
academic, social, or other domains (such as
athletics, music, drama, or scouting) during
their elementary school years report depres-
sion and social isolation more often than
their peers,6 as well as anger and aggression.7
Frequent feelings of frustration and incom-
petence early in a child’s school career may
coalesce into a negative pattern of adapta-
tion toward schooling. Compared to chil-
dren who feel competent, those who
experience early learning difficulties in
school are at increased risk for short-term

and long-term behavioral, academic, and
psychiatric difficulties. They are likely to be
retained in grade and to drop out before
completing high school.8–12 Children’s expe-
riences of success or frustration when they
participate in organized activities outside
school can also play a crucial role in devel-
opment, as they either exacerbate or com-
pensate for children’s experiences in school.
Successful experiences in a wide range of set-
tings can help to give a child a healthy, posi-
tive view of his or her competence, and a
positive attitude toward learning and
engagement in life’s activities and chal-
lenges. Bearing in mind how important suc-
cessful experiences can be to children of
these ages may help the leaders and staff of
out-of-school programs to maximize the ben-
efits their programs provide.

Three key forces combine to influence
children’s self-confidence and engagement
in tasks and activities during the middle-
childhood years: (1) cognitive changes that
heighten children’s ability to reflect on their
own successes and failures; (2) a broadening
of children’s worlds to encompass peers,
adults, and activities outside the family; and
(3) exposure to social comparison and com-
petition in school classrooms and peer
groups. Middle childhood gives children the
opportunity to develop competencies and
interests in a wide array of domains. For
most children this is a positive period of
growth: With the right kinds of experiences,
they develop a healthy sense of industry and
a confidence that they can master and con-
trol their worlds.

Development Changes in
Middle Childhood
A crucial shift in children’s cognitive skills
occurs at around age six. Although the cog-
nitive changes that occur during infancy
and the preschool years are dramatic (as
children learn their native language, for
instance), almost all theories of develop-
ment point to age six as the time when chil-
dren begin to actually “reason” in the
commonsense meaning of the word. All
cultures that provide formal schooling for
their children begin it between ages five
and seven.13 Although the origin of the
change is not well understood, there is a
broad consensus that children develop key
thinking or conceptual skills during this
transition period, which are then refined

Middle childhood gives children the 
opportunity to develop competencies, 
interests, and a healthy sense of confidence
that they can master and control their worlds.
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and consolidated throughout the middle-
childhood years.

Middle childhood is marked by several
types of advances in learning and under-
standing. During this period, in school and
wherever they spend time, children acquire
the fundamental skills considered to be
important by their culture, such as reading
and arithmetic. Skills of self-awareness also
develop dramatically in middle childhood.
For instance, children develop a notion of
how one goes about learning, and they
discover that strategies such as studying and
practicing can improve learning and perfor-
mance. They become more able to retrieve
information and use it to solve new prob-
lems or cope with new situations. Both of
these skills require the ability to reflect on
what one is doing and what one wants to
accomplish, and that ability increases dra-
matically during middle childhood.
Children begin to plan consciously, coordi-
nate actions, evaluate their progress, and

modify their plans and strategies based on
reflection and evaluation.

Finally, alongside their increasing ability
to reflect on themselves, children also
develop the ability to take the perspective of
others. They come to understand that others
have a different point of view and different
knowledge than they have, and they come to
understand that these differences have con-
sequences for their interactions with other
people. Through their growing understand-
ing of other people’s behavior and through
their grasp of written materials, children
take in information that builds their knowl-
edge base and stretches their reasoning
capacities. The basic mental capacity for all
of these skills is in place at a very young age,
but it is during middle childhood that these
abilities become salient and conscious.14

Changes in Social Surroundings
The cognitive changes just described give
children an expanded view of their social

Approximate Age Developmental Task or Conflict to Be Resolved

Birth to 1 year Trust vs.mistrust: Babies learn either to trust or to mistrust that others will 
care for their basic needs, including nourishment, sucking,warmth,
cleanliness,and physical contact.

1 to 3 years Autonomy vs. shame and doubt: Children learn either to be self-
sufficient in many activities, including toileting, feeding,walking,and 
talking,or to doubt their own abilities.

3 to 6 years Initiative vs.guilt: Children want to undertake many adultlike activities,
sometimes overstepping the limits set by parents and feeling guilty.

7 to 11 years Industry vs. inferiority: Children busily learn to be competent and 
productive or feel inferior and unable to do anything well.

Adolescence Identity vs. role confusion: Adolescents try to figure out,“Who am I?”
They establish sexual,ethnic,and career identities,or are confused 
about what future roles to play.

Young adulthood Intimacy vs. isolation: Young adults seek companionship and love with 
another person or become isolated from others.

Adulthood Generativity vs. stagnation: Middle-age adults are productive,per-
forming meaningful work and raising a family,or become stagnant 
and inactive.

Maturity Integrity vs.despair: Older adults try to make sense out of their lives,
either seeing life as a meaningful whole or despairing at goals never 
reached and questions never answered.

Table 1

Stages of Development According to Erik Erikson

Source: Berger, K.S. The developing person through the life span. New York: Worth Publishers, 1988, p. 37.
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world and of themselves, providing the foun-
dation for important social and emotional
changes that also begin in these years. Along
with their broadened exposure to adults and
peers outside the family, children of these
ages are typically given more freedom, more
responsibilities, and more rights. This
period is therefore marked by tensions
between the new autonomy and the increas-
ing expectations children encounter, which
can either support or hamper the develop-
ment of self-confidence.

Broadening Social Worlds
In the middle-childhood years, children
spend less time under the supervision of
their parents and come increasingly under
the influence of teachers and activity leaders
such as Sunday school teachers, coaches of
Little League sports, instructors of dance or

ballet, music teachers, camp counselors,
scout leaders, and directors of various classes
at youth organizations such as the YMCA
and YWCA. In contrast with the intimacy
and familiarity that characterize family rela-
tionships, participation in school and formal
programs exposes children to different reli-
gious and ethnic groups, as well as diverse
personal styles. They see adults acting in var-
ious social roles, and they see different
adults acting in the same role—as teacher or
camp counselor, for example. These experi-
ences give children a chance to compare
adults with one another and to observe how
authority figures judge the behaviors and
personalities of their peers.

Increasingly, children spend time with
their peers outside the orbit of parental
control. Members of peer groups are
responsible for managing their own rela-
tionships by controlling group dynamics,
providing nurturance to each other, and
sometimes establishing hierarchies within
the group. As children get older, they also
seek to contribute to their best friends’ hap-
piness, and they become sensitive to what
matters to other people.7,15 There is a

beginning of a “we” feeling that goes
beyond cooperation; children begin to
adjust to the needs of others in pursuit of
mutual interests. At the same time, of
course, children are concerned with win-
ning acceptance from their peers, and they
must manage conflicts between the behav-
ior expected of them by adults and the
social goals of the peer group. Entering
formal organizations such as schools and
after-school programs represents a shift for
children: In the preschool years, their social
roles were defined for them at birth (as a
daughter or a brother). In middle child-
hood, their roles in school, programs, and
friendship groups reflect their personal
qualities and achievements.3

Schools and Formal Programs
The key social event that divides middle
childhood from the preschool period is chil-
dren’s entry into elementary school, an
event that coincides for many with participa-
tion in other formal organizations and pro-
grams outside of the family. As children
enter school and join programs, they experi-
ence both increased individual freedom and
heightened demands that they control their
behavior. On the one hand, they are allowed
to move about more freely, for instance, to
ride bicycles to school and the YMCA, or
take the bus alone to and from school or
activities. On the other hand, parents, teach-
ers, and other adults put increasing pressure
on children to be “good,” to show respect for
adults, and to cooperate with their peers.16

In school, in particular, children are
expected to control themselves, cultivating
good “work habits,” sitting quietly for long
periods of time, and complying with rules
and expectations for personal conduct that
are set by adults.

Schools and many after-school and sum-
mer programs tend to be age-segregated;
that is, children of a certain age are
grouped together. In such groups, the dif-
ferences among the children in the group
are fairly narrow, especially when con-
trasted with the differences among family
members whose ages vary widely. The
homogeneity of the school class or peer
group focuses children’s attention on indi-
vidual strengths and liabilities, and on dif-
ferences in personality or social skill. By
heightening children’s attention to social
comparison, age-segregated programs and

Children earn status in school depending 
on their performance. They also experience
failure and frustration, especially if they are
less skilled than their peers.
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classes can undermine children’s self-
confidence.

This effect is evident in school class-
rooms. The experiences children have in
elementary and middle school, and in orga-
nized activities, tend to focus on skills (intel-
lectual, athletic, artistic, etc.) and tend to
make a child’s success and failure relatively
public. The performance of an elementary
school student is systematically evaluated
against preset standards of excellence,
progress, and acceptable style; and children
earn status in school depending on their
performance. They also experience failure
and frustration, especially if they are less
skilled than their peers. Growing up in
their families, children observe that older
individuals are usually more competent
and may conclude that they, too, will
become more proficient over time. After-
school programs that mix children of dif-
ferent ages can create a family-like
environment that encourages children to
master new skills and try activities even if
success is unlikely at first. Competition and
social comparison, in their many forms, are
key threads of development during the
middle-childhood period.

The Developing Self-Concept
School achievement and success in other
arenas do not take place in a vacuum. The
influence of psychological factors such as
motivation, self-concept, and readiness to
take on challenges has attracted the atten-
tion of researchers. Typically, children enter

the middle-childhood years very optimistic
about their ability to master a wide array of
tasks and activities, including their school-
work.4 For example, when asked if they will
be able to solve a complex puzzle, the vast
majority of six-year-olds say yes, even after
they just failed to solve a similar puzzle.17,18

When asked how good they are at reading,
math, musical instruments, and athletics,
most first graders rank themselves near the
top of the class, and there is essentially no
relation between their own ability ratings
and actual performance levels.19,20 By age 10,
however, children are typically far less opti-
mistic, and there is a much stronger relation
between their self-ratings and their actual
performance. Their ability self-concepts and
their expectations for success tend to
decline over the elementary school years.
For school subjects, this decline in self-confi-
dence and motivation continues through
adolescence, when it may lead students to
avoid certain courses or to withdraw from
school altogether.

A number of factors contribute to the
drop in confidence during middle child-
hood. In part, the optimistic comments of
kindergarten and first-grade children reflect
hoped-for outcomes rather than real expec-
tations.18 Moreover, young children’s skills
improve quite rapidly, so for them it is not
unrealistic to expect to shift from failure to
success on any particular task.17 With time,
children receive more failure feedback and
they become more able to reflect on their
performances and compare those with the

PHOTO OMITTED
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performances of other children. They learn
that current failures are likely to be clues to
future performances.

As some children pass through middle
childhood, experiencing more frustration
and becoming more pessimistic about their
abilities, they may shy away from activities in
which they are unlikely to succeed at first.
This hesitancy to try new things depends,
partly, on the meaning children attach to
failure. Under usual circumstances in the
American culture, children come to con-
clude that failure is an indication of their
incompetence, not a condition that can be
modified by learning or practicing.21 If they

believe they lack innate ability (especially
intellectual, athletic, or artistic ability), chil-
dren understandably become discouraged
and withdraw from the activity or task. By
contrast, if children view abilities as subject
to incremental improvement, it is plausible
that they can become more competent with
practice and development. When it is cou-
pled with appropriate help from supportive
adults, a belief that ability can be cultivated
reduces children’s frustration with failure
and allows them to maintain high expecta-
tions for future success.

Expectations of success help to explain
children’s willingness to engage in tasks and
to strive to succeed, but engagement is also
influenced by children’s interests and by the
belief that a given task is important. Even if
people are certain they can do a task, they
may not want to engage in it. Both children’s
interests and their evaluation of specific
tasks typically change during middle child-
hood.22 For instance, during the preschool
years, children become more aware of their
identity as male or female, and they often
take up gender-stereotyped behaviors, atti-
tudes, and interests.23 Studies have also
shown that the value children assign to activ-
ities such as reading, music, math, or sports
drops as they go through this period,4 and

their judgments of how useful and impor-
tant these subjects are also decrease.20

Especially valuable are school activities and
courses that provide children with (1) the
opportunity to learn without continual
social comparison norms, (2) chances to
control their own learning, (3) respect for
all participants, and (4) strong emotional
and social support.

Out-of-School Programs in
Middle Childhood
Middle childhood is an exciting time of
development. Typically, children begin this
period with great optimism and enthusiasm
for learning their place in their culture. It is
often a time of enjoyable and productive
relationships between children and adults,
because children have acquired skills and
knowledge that make them interesting com-
panions to adults. In addition, in this culture
adults may see this period as the calm before
the storm of adolescence.24 Nonetheless,
problems with anxiety, low self-esteem, and
withdrawal in the face of challenges begin
to emerge during this period as children
respond to the new demands placed on
them by the complex social institutions
(school, programs, peer groups) to which
they must adjust.25 These problems can
affect the children’s lives for a very long
time.

Out-of-school programs can play a valu-
able role in buffering children against some
of these problems. Such programs have
more autonomy than the schools to design
settings that support skill acquisition with-
out emphasizing differences in children’s
abilities and talents. These programs can
allow children to safely explore indepen-
dence, peer relationships, and leadership.
They can provide opportunities for children
to form long-lasting relationships with
adults outside their families. Programs with
these characteristics will not only support
healthy, positive development during
middle childhood, they will also put in place
the kind of safety net needed to support
healthy, positive passage through early and
middle adolescence.

Early Adolescence
Few developmental periods are character-
ized by so many changes at so many different
levels as early adolescence, when children
face the biological transformations of

Out-of-school programs can allow children 
to safely explore independence, peer 
relationships, and leadership; and to form
long-lasting relationships with adults 
outside their families.
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puberty, the educational transition from ele-
mentary to secondary school, and the psy-
chological shifts that accompany the
emergence of sexuality. With rapid change
comes a heightened potential for both posi-
tive and negative outcomes, creating impor-
tant opportunities for families, schools, and
out-of-school programs to interact with ado-
lescents in a way that fosters growth and
development.

Adolescence was once labeled a time of
sturm und drang or storm and stress. It is now
understood that most youngsters pass
through this developmental period without
undue stress, although many do experience
difficulty. For example, between 15% and
30% of young people drop out of school
before completing high school; adolescents
have the highest arrest rate of any age group;
and increasing numbers of adolescents con-
sume alcohol and other drugs on a regular
basis.26 Many of these behavioral problems
begin during the early adolescent years,27

when psychological problems also increase.28

For example, depression and eating disor-
ders increase in prevalence and seriousness,
particularly among females, and the inci-
dence of attempted and completed suicides
rises. Some researchers believe that it is the
combination of so many changes occurring
simultaneously that makes early adolescence
problematic for many young people.29,30

Coping with the stresses of pubertal change,
school transitions, and the dynamics of
dating at the same time puts young adoles-
cents at risk for developmental problems
such as lowered self-esteem and early sexual
activity.

For some children, the early-adolescent
years mark the beginning of a downward
spiral leading to academic failure and
school dropout. Some early adolescents see
their school grades decline markedly when
they enter junior high school, along with
their interest in school, intrinsic motivation,
and confidence in their intellectual abili-
ties.30 Negative responses to school increase
as well, as youngsters become more prone
to test anxiety, learned helplessness, and
self-consciousness that impedes concentra-
tion on learning tasks. Rates of both truancy
and school dropout rise during these years.4
Although these changes are not extreme for
most adolescents, there is sufficient evi-
dence of gradual decline in various indica-

tors of academic motivation, behavior, and
self-perception over the early-adolescent
years to raise alarm.

The negative motivational and behav-
ioral changes described above might result
from the psychological upheaval assumed to
be associated with early-adolescent develop-
ment24 or from the simultaneous occurrence
of multiple life changes.30 Another factor is
the failure of some families and schools to
provide flexible environments that respond
to the adolescent’s emerging maturity and

independence. Theory suggests that the fit
between the features of the social environ-
ment and an individual’s characteristics can
influence behavior, motivation, and mental
health.31 Individuals are not likely to do very
well, or to be very motivated, if they are in
social environments that do not fit their psy-
chological needs. The next section of this
article summarizes the basic changes young
adolescents are facing and examines how the
family and the junior high school respond to
those changes.

Developmental Changes in
Early Adolescence
A central task of adolescence is to develop a
sense of oneself as an autonomous individ-
ual. The drive for such autonomy derives
from the internal, biological processes mark-
ing the transition to a more adult role
(puberty and increasing cognitive maturity)
and from the shifts in social roles and expec-
tations that accompany these underlying
physiological and cognitive changes. Com-
pared to children under age 10, teenagers
are given new opportunities to experience
independence outside of the home. They
spend much more unsupervised time with
peers which (compared to adult-child rela-
tionships) are relatively equal in terms of
interpersonal power and authority.3,29 At the
same time, however, they continue to rely on
the support and guidance offered by adults

Between 15% and 30% of young people
drop out of school before completing high
school; adolescents have the highest arrest
rate of any age group; and increasing 
numbers consume alcohol regularly.



in the family, in school, and in community-
based programs or activities.

Puberty
The biological changes associated with the
transition of early adolescence are marked.
When the hormones controlling physical
development are activated in early puberty,
most children undergo a growth spurt,
develop primary and secondary sex charac-
teristics, become fertile, and experience
increased sexual libido. Girls begin to expe-
rience these pubertal changes earlier than
boys (by approximately 18 months), so girls
and boys of the same chronological age are
likely to be at quite different points in physi-
cal and social development between the ages

of 10 and 14. In any sixth-grade classroom,
there will be girls who are fully mature and
dress like adult women, girls who still look
and dress like children, and boys whose
bodies have not even begun to change. It is
easy to imagine how this variation in physical
maturity complicates the social interactions
in classrooms and organized coeducational
programs.

The varied timing of pubertal develop-
ment also creates different psychological
dilemmas for early-maturing girls versus
early-maturing boys. Early maturation tends
to be advantageous for boys, enhancing their
participation in sports and their social stand-
ing in school. It can be problematic, however,
for girls. Early-maturing girls are the first indi-
viduals in their cohort to begin changing,
and the resulting female physical changes
(such as increasing body fat) do not fit the
valued image of the slim, androgynous fash-
ion model.30,32 In fact, early maturing white
females have the lowest self-esteem and the
most difficulty adjusting to school transitions,
particularly the transition from elementary
to junior high school.25 These difficulties can
have long-term consequences. One study
found that early-maturing girls were more
likely than their later-maturing peers to date
older males and then to drop out of school

and marry.33 Despite the intensity and uni-
versality of changes associated with puberty,
however, school activities and out-of-school
programs seldom focus explicitly on helping
adolescents adjust to their changing bodies
and relationships without losing sight of
their goals.

Changes in Cognition
The most important cognitive changes
during early adolescence relate to the increas-
ing ability of children to think abstractly, con-
sider the hypothetical as well as the real,
consider multiple dimensions of a problem at
the same time, and reflect on themselves and
on complicated problems.34,35 There is also a
steady increase in the sophistication of chil-
dren’s information-processing and learning
skills, their knowledge of different subjects,
their ability to apply their knowledge to new
learning situations, and their awareness of
their own strengths and weaknesses as learn-
ers.36,37 These higher-order cognitive abilities
help adolescents regulate their learning and
behavior better to accomplish more compli-
cated and elaborate tasks.

The same cognitive changes can also
affect children’s self-concepts, thoughts
about their future, and understanding of
others. During early adolescence, young
people focus more on understanding the
internal psychological characteristics of
others, and they increasingly base their
friendships on perceived compatibility in
such personal characteristics.14 The middle-
childhood and early-adolescent years are
viewed by developmental psychologists as a
time of change in the way children view
themselves, as they consider what possibili-
ties are available to them and try to come to
a deeper understanding of themselves and
others around them.5,38

Relationships with Peers and
Family
There is little question that parent-child rela-
tions change during early adolescence,
although the extent of actual disruption in
those relationships is a subject of debate.39,40

As adolescents become physically mature,
they often seek more independence and
autonomy, and they may question family
rules and roles, leading to conflicts over
issues such as dress and appearance, chores,
and dating. Parents and adolescents also
have fewer interactions and do fewer things
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together outside the home than they did at
an earlier period—as illustrated by the
horror many adolescents express at seeing
their parents at shopping malls. This “dis-
tancing” in the relations between adoles-
cents and parents may be a natural,
evolutionary part of puberty: There is evi-
dence from nonhuman primates that
puberty is the time at which parents and off-
spring go their separate ways.41 Even without
taking an evolutionary perspective, one can
argue that distancing in parent-adolescent
relations has a functional value for adoles-
cents in that it fosters their independence,
prompts them to try more things on their
own, and develops their sense of efficacy.42

Out-of-school programs can play a very
important role in this distancing process.
Evidence from a variety of sources suggests
that although early adolescents want a cer-
tain amount of distance from their parents,
they often want to fill this space with
close relationships with other, nonfamilial
adults.32 They want to share their ideas with
adults and to benefit from adult wisdom. It is
likely that adolescents turn disproportion-
ately to their peers for guidance through the
“separation” process only when they do not
have opportunities to bond with nonfamilial
adults. Out-of-school programs are ideal set-
tings for such interactions and relationships
to flourish.

Friendships and Peer Conformity
The most controversial change during early
adolescence may be the young person’s

increasing focus on peers. To the chagrin of
parents and teachers, many adolescents give
priority to social activities with peers, peer
acceptance, and appearance rather than
academic courses and other organized activ-
ities.43 Further, early adolescents’ confidence
in their physical appearance and social
acceptance is often a more important pre-
dictor of their self-esteem than is confidence
in their cognitive/academic competence.5

Children’s conformity to their peers
peaks during early adolescence, reflecting
the importance of social acceptance to
youngsters of this age. Much has been writ-
ten about how peer conformity can create
problems for early adolescents and about
how “good” children often are corrupted by
the negative influences of peers (particu-
larly by gangs). However, although pressure
from peers to engage in misconduct
increases during early adolescence, the view
that peer groups are mostly a bad influence
during this period is overly simplistic.15

More often than not, early adolescents
agree with their parents’ views on impor-
tant issues such as morality, educational
goals, politics, and religion, while peers
have more influence on things such as dress
and clothing styles, music, and activity
choice. In addition, adolescents usually
seek out friends who are similar to them
(fellow athletes or honor students). Thus,
they are likely to choose friends whose views
on important issues resemble those that are
espoused at home. One expert concludes
that it is poor parenting that usually leads
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children to get in with a “bad” peer group,
rather than the peer group pulling a “good”
child into difficulties.15 The peer group acts
more to reinforce existing strengths and
weaknesses than to change adolescents’
characteristics.

Family Support for Growing Autonomy
In thinking about how the family environ-
ment shapes early-adolescent development,
it is useful to recall that the key task con-
fronting the adolescent is to develop a sense
of self as an autonomous individual. The
accelerating effort by youths to control their
own lives is accompanied by pressure on the
family to renegotiate the power balance

between parent and child.24,29,40,42,44 It is the
fit between an early adolescent’s family envi-
ronment and his or her developmental
needs that is critical to successful adaptation
by both parents and early adolescents in this
transitional period.29

Achieving a good match requires that
parents be able to adjust to their early ado-
lescent’s changing needs with relatively little
conflict. Studies show that family environ-
ments offer opportunities for personal
autonomy and encourage the early adoles-
cent’s role in family decision making are
associated with positive outcomes, such as
self-esteem, self-reliance, satisfaction with
school and student-teacher relations, posi-
tive school adjustment, and advanced moral
reasoning.25 Conversely, a parenting style
that is coercive, authoritarian, and not
attuned to the adolescent’s need for auton-
omy and input is associated with self-con-
sciousness and lowered self-esteem.45

Adaptations within the family may also influ-
ence how well the young person negotiates
changes in other realms of life, such as
changing peer relationships or the transi-
tion to junior high school.29

Contexts That Promote
Development
The educational environments that pre-
teens enter are often not very responsive to

adolescent development. In some ways, the
academic environments in typical junior
high and middle schools are less well
matched to the needs and capacities of
youths than are elementary schools,29 and
the transition to junior high triggers nega-
tive changes for some youths, although not
for all.30,46,47

For example, the structure of junior high
schools reduces opportunities for adoles-
cents to form close relationships with their
teachers at precisely the point in the early
adolescents’ development when they have a
great need for guidance and support from
nonfamilial adults. Because most junior
high schools are larger than elementary
schools, and instruction is organized by
department, teachers work with several
groups of students each day and seldom
teach a student for more than one year.30

Interactions between teacher and student
usually focus on the academic content of
what is being taught or on disciplinary issues,
and teachers at this level tend to feel less
effective as teachers.31 These structural fac-
tors can undermine the sense of community
and trust between early adolescents and
their teachers—leading in turn to a greater
reliance by teachers on authoritarian con-
trol and increased alienation among the
students.

Classroom practices may also undermine
early adolescents’ school motivation. Junior
high school teachers use a higher standard
in judging their students’ competence and
in grading their performance than that used
by elementary school teachers,30 and declin-
ing grades strongly predict declines in the
self-perceptions and academic motivation of
early-adolescent students. When teachers
and students are not close to one another, it
is unlikely that any one student’s difficulties
will be noticed early, increasing the chance
that students on the edge will slip onto neg-
ative trajectories leading to school failure
and dropout.

The environmental changes that stu-
dents experience as they move into
middle-grade schools are particularly
harmful in that they emphasize competi-
tion, social comparison, and self-assessment
at a time when the adolescent’s focus on
himself or herself is at its height. The
junior high school’s emphasis on discipline
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and teacher control, and its limited oppor-
tunities for student decision making, come
at a time in development when adolescents
are beginning to think of themselves as
young adults who are becoming more
responsible and deserve greater adult
respect. A poor “fit” between the early ado-
lescent and the classroom environment
increases the risk of disengagement and
school problems, especially for those early
adolescents who were having difficulty suc-
ceeding in school academically prior to
this school transition.31

As the preceding discussion explains,
early-adolescent development is character-
ized by an increasing capacity for abstract
thinking, desire for autonomy, orientation
toward peers, and self-consciousness. It is a
time when identity issues and concern over
heterosexual relationships are salient.
When they are adapting to these internal
changes, adolescents need an environment
that is both reasonably safe and intellectu-
ally challenging—one that provides a “zone
of comfort” as well as challenging new
opportunities for growth. The research
studies reviewed here suggest that family,
school, and other organized environments
that are responsive and developmentally
sensitive to the changes in young adoles-
cents’ needs and desires can facilitate posi-
tive development during the turbulent
early-adolescent years.32

Conclusion
This article summarized the major develop-
mental changes that take place from age 6
to age 14 and reviewed transformations in
children’s reasoning during middle child-
hood and in physical development during
puberty. It discussed the dramatic shifts in
children’s participation in the world
beyond the family. In addition, it examined
the key psychological challenges that mark
the middle-childhood years (self-awareness,
social comparison, and self-esteem) and
the early-adolescent years (a drive for
autonomy paired with a continuing need
for close, trusting relationships with
adults).

For most children this is an exciting time
of positive growth and development, but for
some (estimates range as high as 25% to
40%),27 it is a time of declining motivation,
mental health, and involvement with

schools and organized activity programs.
The fit between the individual’s psychologi-
cal needs and the opportunities provided by
the family, the school, and other programs
contributes significantly to an individual
child’s response to the pressures of this
period. For example, if there is a mismatch
between the young person’s desire for
autonomy and the amount of indepen-
dence offered at school or in other program
settings, children and young adolescents are
likely to develop a more negative view of
these contexts and of themselves as partici-
pants. Similarly, if these settings produce
stressful or superficial social relationships
between youths and adults, children and
young adolescents will not look to the adults
in these settings as a source of emotional
support and guidance.

There are clear implications of these
findings for out-of-school programs. First,
such programs provide a major nonfamilial

setting in which children and early adoles-
cents can express their individuality, master
new skills, and seek emotional support
from adults. Second, programs that offer
mixed-age groups and activities that high-
light effort rather than competition can
support the children’s confidence in their
ability to become productive, positive
members of their communities. Such pro-
grams can offer the zone of safety and com-
fort that is crucial for healthy development
by providing a place where children and
early adolescents can experiment, but
where the adults are available to catch
them if they start to get into trouble. Third,
the programs can design activities for chil-
dren and early adolescents that are sensi-
tive to the development that is so dramatic
during this period by combining security
and comfort with expanding leadership
opportunities that recognize and respect
children’s increasing maturity. For
instance, focus groups and rap sessions give
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Abstract

Impoverished inner-city neighborhoods in the United States are threatening contexts
for the development of youngsters during middle childhood and adolescence.
Nevertheless, some African-American families living in such neighborhoods succeed
in protecting their children from the risks of “the streets” and launch them on paths
toward achievement. Using quotes and ethnographic material from many studies, this
article illustrates some of the parenting strategies that help inner-city African-
American youths to overcome risks and achieve success.

Like other Americans, low-income African-American parents aspire
that their children will grow up and lead mainstream lives. However,
youths growing up in impoverished, inner-city neighborhoods face

obstacles to conventional development.1,2 Many African-American adoles-
cents are caught up in the subculture of “the streets” and, in the transition
to adulthood, risk becoming school dropouts, premature parents, margin-
ally employed adults, welfare recipients, and struggling family members.
Some may become drug dealers and users, and the perpetrators and victims
of violence.3–6 Yet, while neighborhoods with multiple risks and limited
opportunities impose developmental boundaries on the youths who reside
there, their effects are not deterministic. Some local parents rear adoles-
cents who become high school (if not college) graduates, gainfully
employed adults, and stable family members.5,7,8 Some become superstars
whose extraordinary achievements belie their modest backgrounds.

No one recognizes better than inner-city parents how pervasively the
neighborhood around them shapes the lives of young people. This article
uses qualitative studies of low-income African-American families to identify
effective parenting strategies in impoverished neighborhoods.9 A well-devel-
oped set of urban ethnographies describes everyday family life in poor
African-American neighborhoods.10,11 A review of these detailed case stud-
ies, summarized briefly here, identifies three parenting strategies—youth-
monitoring strategies, resource-seeking strategies, and in-home learning
strategies—that facilitate conventional adolescent development.
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The Neighborhood Context
for Development
Inner-city neighborhoods provide limited
economic, institutional, and social resources
for the families and adolescents living there.
In the absence of basic assets, “the streets” in
impoverished African-American communi-
ties become the major lifestyle contender
and developmental niche for many young
people.3,5,12–14 Social relations on the street
are characterized by an individualistic, com-
petitive, and predatory ethos, where “hus-
tling” and “getting over” are valid ways of
securing scarce resources. Participants in

the “street” lifestyle learn key survival skills
in a setting where violence is not uncom-
mon and where peers are critical for creat-
ing and endorsing a valid identity. The
personal characteristics valued by street
companions, however, are not consistent
with the demands of success in the broader
environment.3,5,14

One ethnographer observed the appeal
of the street lifestyle this way: “The ghetto
street culture can be glamorous and seduc-
tive to the adolescent, promising its followers
the chance of being ‘hip’ and popular with
certain ‘cool’ peers who hang out on the
streets or near the neighborhood school. . . .
But also important is the fact that the wider
culture and its institutions are perceived,
quite accurately at times, as unreceptive and
unyielding to the efforts of ghetto youths.”15

Most inner-city parents reject the street
subculture. Despite their best efforts, how-
ever, some of their teens do not resist the
lifestyle. Walter’s mother expresses a typical
concern: “I know he is out there [on the
streets] when I’m at work. I don’t have any
other way right now to have someone watch
my children. . . . I hope and pray that I taught
Walter the right things, though. He knows,
too, that when I’m home he better be
straight. The Lord only knows, I have to
believe that what I taught him, the good I

taught him, will bring him through and
make him a good man.”16

Adolescents whose parents are not as
overwhelmed by survival issues as Walter’s
mother may not become casualties of “the
streets.” They owe much of their success to
the vigilant efforts of their parents.

Effective Parenting
Strategies in Inner-City
Neighborhoods
Qualitative accounts of poor African-
American families and youths illuminate
parenting strategies that promote conven-
tional youth development. To combat the
deleterious effects of living in an inner-city
neighborhood, effective parents (1) use
stringent monitoring strategies, (2) seek out
local and extralocal resources, and (3) uti-
lize in-home learning strategies. The term
community bridging can be used to describe
this complex of strategies because these
parental actions link adolescents to main-
stream opportunities and institutions.17

Youth-Monitoring Strategies
Community-bridging parents protect their
adolescents from negative neighborhood
influences by closely supervising their
time, space, and friendships.8,13,18,19 One
researcher profiled the active monitoring
strategies of some local parents: “The par-
ents are known in the community as ‘strict’
with their children; they impose curfews and
tight supervision, demanding to know their
children’s whereabouts at all times. [T]hese
parents scrutinize their children’s friends
and associates carefully, rejecting those who
seem to be ‘no good’ and encouraging
others who seem to be on their way to
‘amounting to something.’”20

Significantly, “strict” parents take a two-
pronged approach in their monitoring
efforts. On the one hand, they discourage
untoward friendships, while on the other
hand, they replace these friendships with
prosocial ones.

Another commonly used monitoring
strategy is chaperonage—the accompani-
ment of children on their daily rounds in
the neighborhood by a parent, family friend,
or sibling.16,21,22 While community-bridging
parents explicitly chaperon young children,
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Community-bridging parents protect their
adolescents from negative neighborhood
influences by closely supervising their time,
space, and friendships.
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they use more subtle forms of monitoring
with adolescents. One ethnographer
described the pattern of sibling chaperonage:
“[Seventeen-year-old] James Earl [Treppit]
has begun visiting his girlfriend weekdays
from 6:00 P.M. until the 11:00 P.M. parentally
imposed curfew. . . . Since he wants to visit
outside the home, Mrs. Treppit had decided
to allow him to do it as long as he agrees to
take his 16-year-old brother, Johnny, with
him wherever he goes. In this way, Mrs.
Treppit feels she still may exercise some con-
trol over James Earl’s activities. Johnny is reli-
able in reporting all of his older brother’s
activities to his parents.”23

Clearly, Mrs. Treppit acknowledges her
son’s growing need for autonomy, but she
maintains oversight by enlisting her younger
son—a peer to his brother—as a chaperon.

When monitoring strategies such as
intensive supervision and chaperonage
become ineffective, some community-
bridging parents resort to extreme mea-
sures. Field researchers identified a pattern
of “exile” in which concerned parents
removed their teens from the local neigh-
borhood altogether. Johnnie, a promising
teen, states: “[My mother sent me to live
with my uncle in California so] I won’t get in
trouble. . . . She wanted me to come out here
because she always said if I go to California—
every time I come out, I go to school, I do
real good. When I go there [St. Louis] I
do really bad.”24

In cases such as Johnnie’s, parents are
willing to be geographically separated
from their teens to promote conventional
development.

Resource-Seeking Strategies
In addition to insulating their adolescents
from neighborhood dangers, community-
bridging parents garner resources to pro-
mote their development by seeking out the
well-functioning local institutions and orga-
nizations that exist even in poor African-
American communities.25,26 They target
churches that sponsor scouting and tutoring
programs, parochial and magnet schools
that promote academic achievement, and
athletic programs that support physical mas-
tery and discipline.14,21 For instance, Tina
reports to an interviewer that: “My mother . . .
has made sure I’ve gotten a head start in life.

She got me a scholarship to Dalton. She was
connected to people who helped young
African-American women get on the right
track. She has always networked with the
right people.”27

Tina’s mother is a resourceful and com-
petent woman who devotes large portions of
time and energy to finding opportunities for
her daughter.

Well-connected parents also take advan-
tage of resources for their teens that exist
outside of the local community. Kinship net-
works of grandparents, older siblings, god-
parents, and other biological and fictive kin
can provide broader opportunities for
youths.11,25,28–30 When kin are better off eco-
nomically, youngsters gain access to resource-
rich communities that offer a wider array of
institutional, informational, and economic
assets, including well-functioning schools.
Field worker observations highlight the
importance of kinship ties: “Johnnie’s family
and history are not contained in a single
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geographical area but rather in a kinship
centered in two neighborhoods differenti-
ated by social class and culture. . . . Johnnie’s
mother, a beautician, lives in an inner-city St.
Louis neighborhood. . . . Johnnie’s uncle, who
works for the FBI, lives in the suburban
middle-class area that surrounds Huntington
High School [where Johnnie attends].”31

Kinship connections, such as those in
Johnnie’s family, expand adolescents’ resource
bases beyond the local neighborhood.

In-Home Learning Strategies
At home, community-bridging parents
directly promote their adolescent’s devel-
opment of academic skills and competen-
cies. Field observations of Sheila Johnson,
a high achiever, revealed that she and her
mother regularly played word games,
unscrambling blocks of letters that spelled
words found in a word list at the top of

each puzzle page.32 Reflecting a long-term
pattern of in-home literacy activities
begun in childhood, Mrs. Johnson’s cur-
rent efforts promote Sheila’s language
development.

Community-bridging parents who lack
the literacy skills necessary to assist their
teens may turn to indirect strategies for
promoting learning. For instance, the par-
ents in the Harrison family offer their teens
encouragement for school achievement:
“Like many ghetto parents Lincoln and
Lillie place a great value on education for
their children. . . . [T]he Harrisons have trans-
lated their concern into several positive
steps aimed at encouraging their children
to stay in school and excel. This is one area
in which the use of positive emotional
rewards is most apparent. Both parents
make it a deliberate point of compliment-
ing and praising each effort of their chil-
dren—‘good’ report cards, special honors,
even satisfactory homework assignments
are celebrated.”33

Supportive learning strategies, such as
those practiced in the Harrison family, keep
youths attached to school authority, class-
room routines, teacher directives, and con-
ventional peers.

The Future of Inner-City
Youths
Community-bridging parents use monitoring
strategies, resource-seeking strategies, and
in-home learning strategies to enhance
the likelihood that their adolescents will
develop conventionally, despite neighbor-
hood impoverishment. Unlike so many of
their neighbors, these parents are able to
mediate the deleterious effects of growing
up in inner-city neighborhoods. They create
insulated and enriching developmental
niches for their adolescents in the midst of
neighborhood decline.

The fact that some parents foster positive
adolescent development under adverse con-
ditions demonstrates their tenacity and com-
petence, but their efforts entail personal
costs as well. Achieving conventional devel-
opment in impoverished neighborhoods
requires adults to concentrate single-
mindedly and single-handedly on the welfare
of their teens, often at the expense of per-
sonal needs and goals. Adolescents whose
safety, if not survival, depends on the con-
striction of their social worlds may forgo a
broader range of developmental experi-
ences. Moreover, as the most capable families
withdraw from local neighboring relations,
the prospect of revitalizing inner-city neigh-
borhoods is further discouraged. As individ-
uals, community-bridging families should be
commended for their efforts, but an exami-
nation of their experiences draws disturbing
attention to the larger social, economic, and
political conditions that create inner-city
ghettos and the need for such exacting adap-
tive responses.

Efforts are needed to change the neigh-
borhood conditions that compromise the
developmental trajectories of poor African-
American youths and place great burdens
on their parents. More well-functioning
youth-serving institutions are needed,
including good-quality schools, youth pro-
grams, libraries, parks, and other organiza-
tions that provide enriching developmental
contexts for youths. Increased job and eco-

Inner-city neighborhoods with limited social,
economic, and institutional resources
demand that parents be “super-parents” to
ensure conventional development for their
adolescents.
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nomic opportunities for residents would
provide an alternative to the street lifestyle,
and economically stable neighbors could
serve as mentors, role models, and support-
ive coparents to local youths. Such institu-
tional and individual changes would lessen
the need for the demanding parenting
efforts described here and might allow local
parents to become more active members of
the larger community.

Community-bridging parents in effect
subsidize local institutions by fulfilling func-
tions that are typically shared with well-
functioning schools, churches, and other
youth-serving institutions. Inner-city neigh-
borhoods with limited social, economic,

and institutional resources demand that par-
ents be “super-parents” to ensure conven-
tional development for their adolescents.
Supportive neighborhood environments
should, at the very least, meet parents
halfway. When they do, there is a greater
likelihood that both extraordinary and ordi-
nary parents can ensure a promising future
for their adolescents.

Members of the Social Science Research
Council’s Working Group on Communities and
Neighborhoods, Family Processes, and Individual
Development, and the MacArthur Research
Network on Successful Pathways through Middle
Childhood, made helpful comments on an earlier
draft.
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Cultural Brokers: Helping
Latino Children on
Pathways Toward Success
Catherine R. Cooper
Jill Denner
Edward M. Lopez

Abstract

Latino children in elementary and middle school not only experience developmental
changes and confront the risks and adventures held by neighborhoods, they must also
juggle the values and expectations of two cultures as they navigate their own pathways
toward success. Integrating the results of a series of studies focused on the children of
Mexican-American immigrants in California, this article discusses ways that teachers,
parents, siblings, and program staff can help young Latino students succeed in U.S.
schools and live according to their parents’ values.

Elementary school represents a critical time in the lives of Latino stu-
dents. It is during these school years that they begin to follow either
el buen camino (the good path toward responsible adulthood) or a

path leading to high-risk behaviors. Recent studies show that by the third
grade, large gaps emerge between Latino children and national norms in
reading, written language, and math. These early gaps widen in subsequent
years.1 In 1995, some 30% of Hispanic young people were school dropouts,
compared with only 9% of non-Hispanic white youths and 12% of non-
Hispanic black youths.2 Thus Latino youths come to be underrepresented
in college-prep classes and overrepresented in the juvenile justice system.3

A college education is not the only definition of success in life, but con-
versations with children of Mexican immigrants reveal that they begin
school with high hopes, dreaming of becoming doctors, lawyers, sports
heroes, teachers, and firefighters.4 Parents who work in strawberry fields,
hotel kitchens, and factories dream that their children will become doctors,
teachers, and lawyers.5 A key period of vulnerability occurs, however, as stu-
dents move from elementary to junior high or middle school. This is a time
when students must coordinate their family relationships and responsibili-
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The Aspirations of Latino
Youth
What do Latino children want to be when
they grow up? What challenges do they face
and what resources do they see for achieving
their dreams? A recent study analyzed the
essays written by 116 Mexican-descent sixth
graders applying for a program offering
scholarships to the local community col-
lege.4 Most children described dreams of
becoming doctors, lawyers, nurses, and
teachers, as well as secretaries, police offi-
cers, firefighters, and mechanics, although
many of their parents worked as agricultural
field workers or held service jobs. The chal-
lenges the children saw to their achievement
of their dreams included not having enough
money to pay for school, as well as the expec-
tations of key people in their lives such as
family members (“my parents wanted me to
work in the field”) and peers (“friends who
will pressure me to take drugs”). The chil-
dren saw their greatest resources in their
families, including parents, siblings, and
cousins; their schoolteachers, counselors,
and coaches; their friends; and themselves
(“never giving up, looking for help by asking
people, and studying a lot”). Children also
named the program staff and scholarships as
resources in their essays.

During the transition from elementary to
middle school, children begin to look ahead
in their own lives and look up to older sib-
lings, peers, and adults. Some children’s
pathways lead them toward college and
adult responsibilities, while others lead
toward school dropout and the risks of

“underground” occupations. Consequently,
these years are a critical time to ensure that
children find help moving toward the goals
that they and their families hold.

Bridges and Barriers,
Resources and Challenges
Schools and Mexican-immigrant parents
share the ideal that all children will be
safe—both physically and emotionally—and
have an equal chance to learn and succeed.
Even so, factors in schools, families, and
communities help some children to move
along academic pathways, while others
slip away.7

Schools as Gatekeepers and
Brokers
Teachers act as institutional gatekeepers
when they assess students against standard-
ized benchmarks of achievement that deter-
mine eligibility for college-prep classes or
placement in vocational or remedial
classes.8,9 When elementary schoolteachers
disproportionately place Latino students in
special education classes and in low reading
and math ability groups, they send these stu-
dents toward remedial tracks in middle and
high school.10

Teachers—from any ethnic back-
ground—can also act as cultural brokers
who help Latino children to succeed in
school and to achieve their dreams. Some
review the assessments of Spanish-speaking
students to ensure that they are not wrongly
placed in special education due to lan-
guage differences.11 Teachers can also en-
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ties with increasingly salient relationships with peers. Yet many Latino par-
ents, most of whom have less than a high school education, lack the knowl-
edge of U.S. schools to guide their children to college and careers.5

This article discusses ways in which teachers, family members, and young
adult staff in community programs can serve as culture brokers for Latino
students by helping them to feel safe in home, school, and community, to
find educational experiences beyond the classroom, and to remain on path-
ways that lead to personal and academic success. Families, schools, peers,
and communities represent both resources and challenges for children.
They can help Latino children stay in school and can act as intermediaries
as children bridge their worlds. This article draws on new research to illu-
minate the conditions under which Latino children attempt to achieve their
dreams, focusing on immigrant families from Mexico because they repre-
sent the largest group of immigrants in the United States.6
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courage the dreams and goals of Latino
children. For instance, in a rural elementary
school in California, fourth graders wrote a
children’s book in English and Spanish that
discussed the links between career dreams
and going to college, defined grade point
averages and scholarships, and explained
practical college issues, like dormitories,
that would be meaningful to school-age chil-
dren.12 In Arizona, university researchers
collaborate with teachers to bring Latino
parents into the school as sources of valued
expertise.13,14 When school staff members
find ways like these of working with Latino
children and parents, they link children’s
home and school in ways that nourish chil-
dren’s aspirations for the future.

Parents Promoting “The Good
Moral Path”
The transition from childhood to adoles-
cence triggers both hopes and fears for par-
ents who want to promote their children’s
school achievement but also want to protect
them from drugs, violence, and early preg-
nancy. In one study, Latino parents in Los
Angeles, who were primarily Mexican immi-
grants, described their children as nearing
the crossroads between the good moral path
(el buen camino) and the bad path (el mal
camino).15 The parents considered moral
guidance of their children as their primary
role and sought to protect their children
from negative peer influences (malas amis-
tades). To these parents, a strong moral
upbringing includes and supports academic
achievement.

Mexican-immigrant parents, however,
often face the dilemma of holding high aspi-
rations for their children’s school success
while they lack the knowledge of educa-
tional institutions needed to guide their chil-
dren. For example, one study interviewed
parents in 36 Mexican-immigrant families
with children in third, fifth, and seventh
grades.5,16 Most of the parents worked as
farm laborers or in canneries and had left
school in their Mexican villages at age eight.
By fifth grade, the children from these fami-
lies exceeded their parents’ schooling,
making it difficult for parents to help with
homework. The parents hoped their chil-
dren would become doctors, lawyers, or
teachers, but some did not know that these
goals required a college education. Others
understood the importance of college, but
could offer little assistance because they did
not know of application procedures or
financial aid. Parents tried to help their chil-
dren indirectly by making homework a pri-
ority over chores and by holding up their
own lives of physical labor as examples of
what not to do.

On moral topics, however, the parents
saw themselves as experts. They taught their
children respect, honesty, and responsibility.
One parent said, “We are people who are
very poor, but we don’t give them (our chil-
dren) bad examples about anything. We
behave well, hoping that they will learn to
behave.” As children approached adoles-
cence, parents’ hopes of education as the
way out of poverty were challenged by their
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fears of drugs, neighborhood violence, and
negative friends. Some families moved to
other neighborhoods or sent their children
back to Mexico.16 Their dreams of college
and professional work dimmed to hopes
that children would finish high school and
find steady jobs.

Siblings as Mentors
In many Latino families, older siblings are
more able than parents to orient students
to school, help with homework, and
model positive school behavior. One study
of sibling pairs in California families of
Mexican descent revealed that older sib-
lings taught reading, math, and school
expectations to younger brothers and sis-
ters.17 These contributions are crucial
when their immigrant parents have low
levels of schooling and are unfamiliar with
U.S. schools. Because Latino families
often value close family ties, older sib-
lings’ companionship and emotional sup-
port at school can enhance students’
motivation and achievement.

The study also found, however, that as
children reached junior high school, a
number of older siblings slipped out of
the mentor role, because they were not
doing as well in school as their younger
siblings or they had left school alto-
gether. Therefore, resources beyond
schools and families are needed to sup-
port Mexican-heritage youths in early
adolescence.

Program Staff as Culture Brokers
The young adults encountered by Latino
children in community programs can play
key roles in helping them feel confident
and safe in their neighborhoods; learn alter-
natives to violence; gain educational experi-
ences; and acquire the bicultural skills
needed for success in school. Young adult
staff can also give children a chance to talk
and write about their dreams for careers,
education, families, and their communi-
ties.18 In Latino communities, young adults
from a range of ethnic backgrounds work in
programs for school-age children and often
act as culture brokers. They value children’s
home communities, and many share a
common language and sometimes a family
history with the children. Yet many have
learned to be bicultural and can help chil-
dren become so as well, by passing on their
understanding of how to retain community
traditions while entering and succeeding in
schools, colleges, or local government.
These staff members build on Latino tradi-
tions of comadres and compadres (godmothers
and godfathers) who help parents in guid-
ing their children in school and life (see
Box 1).19

An interview study found that, like
Latino parents, young adult staff members
working with Latino children in after-
school programs defined success in life in
moral and academic terms.4 In guiding
youths, the staff drew on positive and neg-
ative aspects of their past experiences.

A Latina Comadre Promotes Student Success

One program director described a comadre’s (godmother’s) brokering between her
family and school: “My parents immigrated from Mexico to Los Angeles in search
of a better life for their children. They made sure we did our homework and main-
tained frequent contact with school, and nine of their thirteen children completed
college. Most of my peers dropped out before they reached high school.  Their par-
ents also came to the United States to give their children a better life, with dreams
for their children to obtain a college degree. But like many noneducated immi-
grant parents, they did not feel comfortable helping their children with school
because they did not understand the system.  My parents had a comadre who took
them under her wing, explained how U.S. schools function, and reassured them
their participation was demanded for us to be successful.”  

Source: Domínguez, E.E. Proyecto Mano á Mano: A model for parental involvement. Unpublished M.A. thesis in Education,
University of California at Santa Cruz, 1995, p. 3.

Box 1
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When reflecting on the sources of their
own success, three young men credited
mentors they had and programs they had
attended, but they lamented the scarcity
of positive role models in the communi-
ties of the children with whom they worked.
Though sensitive to the difficulties chil-
dren faced, staff members understood that
others would judge the children on criteria
like school grades and so they helped the
children with homework and other tasks.
Staff also felt that some children in their
programs were growing up in families
where the pressure of scarce family
resources meant that it was up to the pro-
gram staff to create the conditions for the
children’s success.

The young adult staff in community
programs have supportive attitudes toward
children, similar to those of family mem-
bers, but they also offer children a broader
view of schools, college, and other main-
stream institutions. They can help children
link their worlds of family, school, street,
and community with their personal dreams
and fears for the future.20 Community and
business mentoring programs bring suc-
cessful adults into contact with youths,21 but
interviews with students suggest that some
prefer mentors who are closer to them in
age.22,23

Cultural Partnerships for
Latino Youth
Families, schools, and communities can

join together to create bridges for Latino
children, working together to support
their safety, school achievement, and
emotional and social well-being. (Their
efforts echo the community-bridging
strategies adopted by the African-
American families described in the article
by Jarrett in this journal issue; and the
relationships between young adult staff
and youths resemble those created in the
Bridges to Success program described in
the article by Dryfoos in this journal
issue.) In times of rapid cultural change,
parents do not know all that their chil-
dren need to learn to survive and flourish,
so sources of guidance must be found
beyond the family;24 yet strong ties with
family elders sustain access to wisdom and
cultural traditions, including moral
values. This article has emphasized the
role that older siblings or young adult
staff in community programs can play in
helping Latino children to find pathways
to success in the eyes of their families,
their communities, and mainstream
American schools.

In schools, community-based pro-
grams, and neighborhoods, links across
generations can be forged across senior
staff, young adults, and the parents and
children they serve. These loosely knit net-
works can also foster new generations of
leadership with the cultural skills that
today’s children need to succeed in an
increasingly diverse world. Although pro-
grams like Head Start focus on the transi-
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lege, new research suggests that close

attention should be paid to the middle
years, when few adults may take children’s
dreams seriously.
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Neighborhoods of Southern
California Children and
Families
Ross D. Parke
Robin L. O’Neil

Abstract

Middle childhood is a time when children move beyond the boundaries of family to
explore the neighborhood, forge their own relationships with friends and neighbors,
and have experiences independent of their parents. Depending on the character of
the surrounding community, parents are more or less comfortable allowing unfettered
exploration by their children. This article reports a study of families with 9- and 10-
year-olds in an array of southern California neighborhoods, showing close links
between parent perceptions of their neighborhoods, the rules they impose on their
children, and the children’s experiences and social skills.

The neighborhood environment has increasingly come to be viewed
as an important context for children’s development.1,2 Recent stud-
ies have found that the economic resources available in children’s

neighborhoods influence developmental outcomes over and above families’
individual social and economic circumstances.3–5 One researcher sees the
neighborhood as directly affecting children because it is “the child’s first
turf . . . to explore, become a part of and to use.”6 Neighborhoods may also
have an indirect influence on children’s social development when neigh-
borhood characteristics prompt parents to regulate their children’s activities
in the neighborhood.7–9

This article describes recent findings from a study of children in two
southern California communities that illustrate how school-age children’s
activities and social development are supported or constrained by resources
and problems in their neighborhoods. The study addresses four primary
questions: (1) How similar are parents’, children’s, and objective raters’
assessments of physical and social dimensions of family neighborhoods? (2)
Are perceptions of neighborhood quality associated with limitations
imposed on children’s activities by parents? (3) Are children’s experiences
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in the neighborhood related to their social adjustment? and (4) How impor-
tant are the practices that parents use to regulate children’s experiences in

their neighborhoods?

Studies of Children’s
Neighborhoods
Two approaches have been used to charac-
terize neighborhoods. In some instances,
researchers use U.S. census data to differen-
tiate neighborhoods. One study, for
instance, found that high-poverty areas dif-
fered from low-poverty areas on such health
and developmental outcomes as third-grade
reading scores, low birth weight, infant
deaths, and juvenile delinquency.5 Other
investigators use a descriptive approach to
link physical and social features of neighbor-
hoods to children’s neighborhood activities
and sense of autonomy. For instance, one
study of how 11- and 12-year-olds in four
northern California neighborhoods spent
their time indicated that neighborhoods
with hilly terrain, major thoroughfares, and
low densities of children offered less desir-
able optimal play environments and con-
strained children’s access to community
resources and social interaction.10,11 In
another study, the researcher took a “neigh-
borhood walk” with 7- and 10-year-olds in
metropolitan and suburban California
neighborhoods; the children reported on
sources of formal and informal neighbor-
hood support, and on their activities, both
structured and unstructured.12 That study
found that children living in neighborhoods
with more social and physical resources,
where they were allowed more autonomy
and more opportunities for unstructured
interactions with others, were more skilled at
understanding the perspectives of other
individuals. They more often had a sense of
personal control or mastery.

The study that is the focus of this article
employs a descriptive approach to examine

the neighborhood experiences of third
graders from heterogeneous neighbor-
hoods in southern California. The goal of
the study was to understand how the per-
ceptions that parents and children hold of
neighborhood problems and resources,
social activities, and parental management
strategies are linked to the children’s social
functioning. The study combines descriptive
information about neighborhoods, inter-
views with parents and children about the
neighborhoods and rules governing chil-
dren’s activities, and teacher and classmate
ratings of the children’s social adjustment.

The study emphasized parents’ percep-
tions of neighborhood quality because those
perceptions may be just as important as, or
even more important than, objective dimen-
sions of the neighborhood context in deter-
mining how the family uses community
resources or regulates children’s activi-
ties.13,14 As anticipated, when parents—espe-
cially mothers—saw their neighborhoods as
problematic places for children, they
restricted their children’s activities more and
the children were lonelier than children in
more positive, child-friendly neighborhoods.
Surprisingly, teachers and classmates viewed
the more closely supervised children from
difficult neighborhoods as comparatively
well behaved and socially competent.

The Social Development
Project
The University of California, Riverside,
Social Development Project is a longitudinal
study that was initiated in 1990 with the
goal of understanding the links between
children’s experiences in their families and
surrounding social environments, and their
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developing social competence with peers.
Sixty-three third graders participated in the
study along with their parents. The partici-
pants resided in neighborhoods in two mid-
sized, southern California communities and
came from a range of ethnic backgrounds
(59% Euro-American, 32% Latino, 7%
Asian, Middle Eastern, or other ethnicities,
and 2% African American). The families
ranged from middle class to working class,
with a median family income of approxi-
mately $45,000.

Some of the neighborhoods selected for
the study were rural (with no sidewalks, con-
siderable open space, and small agricultur-
ally based businesses), some were suburban
(with recently constructed, large residential

developments designed to include play-
grounds and parks), and others were semi-
urban (with older residences and apartment
complexes in close proximity to downtown).
The majority of families owned their own
homes.

Parents and children assessed the extent
to which various physical features were prob-
lems in their neighborhood, as did trained
observers who made “drive-through” visits to
the neighborhood of each family in the
study. The assessments included child-
related neighborhood problems (cars going
too fast, toys being stolen, strangers in the
neighborhood), crime and danger, impover-
ished qualities of the neighborhood (high
unemployment, homelessness, run-down
buildings), and low social control (unsuper-
vised children, lack of respect for laws, teens
loitering). Participants also evaluated the
presence or absence of neighborhood
resources for children, such as child care,
recreational programs (scouting, YMCA,
team sports), and informal amenities (parks,
sidewalks, places to ride bikes, swimming
pools, libraries). In addition, parents and
children described the extent to which they
interacted socially with members of their

neighborhood (had someone over to talk or
play, went out for an evening, asked some-
one for help).

Although the neighborhoods varied, most
were not disadvantaged and had a range
of child-oriented resources. The majority of
children reported frequent involvement in
informal activities such as bike riding, skat-
ing, playing tag, and sports. Approximately
33% of the third graders in the study were
involved in organized sports; 25% reported
being enrolled in scouting or other orga-
nized clubs. In contrast, very few children
indicated that they used a recreation center
in their neighborhood (10%) or visited a
library (17%). As might be expected, fami-
lies with higher incomes lived in neighbor-
hoods that the observers rated as less
problematic, but there were no significant
differences between the neighborhoods of
Euro-American and Latino families.

Agreement on Neighborhood
Characteristics
Consistencies and disparities emerged when
the perceptions of mothers, fathers, chil-
dren, and observers were compared.
Mothers and fathers cited the lack of social
control as the most problematic feature of
neighborhoods. They perceived the physical
attributes of their neighborhoods similarly—
agreeing on the degree to which their neigh-
borhood posed child-related dangers, was
impoverished, or lacked social control.
There was less similarity in their perceptions
of the dangerous and crime-ridden aspects
of their neighborhood, perhaps because
they differed in their vigilance or their expo-
sure to the neighborhood’s features. Parents
had similar perceptions of the extent to
which child-related problems such as cars
going too fast and strangers in the neigh-
borhood had limited their child’s activities,
and they agreed about the extent to which
their child was involved in social activities in
the neighborhood and could rely on others
in the neighborhood for help.

There was only moderate agreement
between parents and their children regard-
ing problematic neighborhood features,
and less agreement on the availability of
community resources (different questions
were used with parents vs. children, so item-
by-item comparisons are not possible). The
neighborhood ratings by objective observers

Some 33% of the third graders were
involved in sports; 25% reported being in
scouting or other clubs; few children 
indicated that they used a recreation center
(10%) or visited a library (17%).
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corresponded closely to the perceptions of
the fathers, but were less similar to the views
of the mothers.

Neighborhood Quality and
Parental Supervision
To keep their children safe, parents may
adopt a variety of regulatory strategies. The
parents in this study adopted rules related to
safety, rules that set standards for children’s
social behavior, and rules that restricted the
places and times of children’s play with
peers, the children they were allowed to play
with, or the activities they were allowed to
engage in. The study examined the families’
use of these regulatory strategies in light of
the characteristics of the neighborhoods
where they resided.

Both mothers and fathers reported that
lack of social control in their neighbor-
hoods as well as child-related problems such
as cars going too fast, toys being stolen, and
exposure to strangers led them to limit the
activities of their third grader. When parents
perceived that children’s activities were
compromised by the physical quality of
their neighborhoods, they tended to shift
the children to activities outside of the
neighborhood.14 The children reported
greater supervision of their activities when
parents viewed the neighborhood in a more
negative light. They reported less supervi-
sion when the parents felt the neighbor-
hood afforded more resources such as
parks, libraries, after-school child care, and
sports teams. When children were more
socially involved in their neighborhood,
parents were less likely to limit their activi-
ties. It is interesting, however, that children’s
reports of supervision were only marginally
related to the observers’ ratings of the qual-
ity of the neighborhood.

The study findings suggest that mothers’
perceptions of the neighborhood serve as
the filter through which supervisory and
other parenting strategies are determined—
not the fathers’ perceptions or neighbor-
hood characteristics rated by observers. The
children’s perceptions of their neighbor-
hoods were also closely aligned with their
mothers’ perceptions, perhaps because
mothers actively manage their children’s
activities in the neighborhood and discuss
with them why opportunities for play and
other activities may be limited.

Neighborhood Characteristics
and Social Adjustment
Children’s experiences in their neighbor-
hoods could be expected to influence their
social behavior and emotional well-being.
Therefore, the study gathered information
on children’s social adjustment and feelings
of loneliness, and it collected ratings by
teachers and peers of the child’s social com-
petence and acceptance by classmates.

The peer and teacher ratings of chil-
dren’s social acceptance and social compe-
tence were not related to the children’s
perceptions of their neighborhood’s prob-
lems and resources. However, children who
described their neighborhoods as troubled
and problem-ridden more often described
themselves as lonely. Those whose neighbor-
hoods had more playgrounds, parks, and
other child-oriented resources reported
less loneliness and social dissatisfaction.
Neighborhoods with fewer resources and
more problems offer the children living
there few opportunities for social interaction.

PHOTO OMITTED
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In turn, social aspects of children’s
involvement in the neighborhood were
modestly linked to their social develop-
ment. Children who perceived more help
and assistance from neighbors described
themselves as less lonely, and those who par-
ticipated in more social activities with neigh-
borhood members were described as more
socially accepted by teachers and peers.
Social activities with neighborhood mem-
bers may provide a source of experiences in
which children can practice social skills.

Surprisingly, however, when mothers
described their neighborhoods as more
impoverished and lacking in social control,
children were rated by peers and teachers as
more socially competent. Similarly, when
fathers considered their neighborhoods
impoverished, their children were more
socially competent and better accepted. And
when observers described the neighbor-
hoods in negative terms, the children living
there were rated positively by teachers and
peers (they were less disruptive and more
prosocial), although they viewed themselves
as lonely. The positive aspects of neighbor-
hoods, such as the parents’ perceptions that
the neighborhood provided child-oriented
resources, were not linked with the chil-
dren’s social functioning.

Influence of Parent Rules and
Limits
One reason that children in troubled neigh-
borhoods were socially competent might be
that their parents were more vigilant in reg-
ulating their experiences. Mothers who per-
ceived more child-related problems in their
neighborhood increased their supervision
and imposed more limits on their children’s
neighborhood activities. In turn, heightened
supervision and more limitations led to
better social behavior among children.
Mothers also managed their children’s activ-
ities more carefully when they perceived less
social control and more poverty, danger, and
crime in their neighborhoods. The same
link did not exist between the father’s per-
ceptions of the neighborhood, family rules,
and children’s social adjustment. It appears

therefore that mothers primarily impose the
rules on children that shape the influence of
neighborhoods on children’s social develop-
ment in the middle-childhood period.

Conclusion
The findings discussed in this article under-
score a common belief that neighborhood
safety is a major concern of parents. When
parents are comfortable with the safety of
their neighborhood, children are given
greater opportunities to function sponta-
neously and independently of parental
supervision, with the result that children
feel less lonely and dissatisfied. Chances to
explore are important for young children,15

and opportunities for children to direct
their own activities may have a continuing
influence on their developing sense of self-
efficacy. At the same time, when mothers
see the neighborhood as threatening, they
are likely to respond by supervising the
child’s behavior more closely, which
appears to promote the development of
social skills that the child’s teachers and
peers appreciate. The impact of neighbor-
hood quality on children’s adjustment may
intensify in more disadvantaged communi-
ties where families are less able to seek out
resources and activities for their children
beyond the neighborhood.

This study makes clear that parents’ per-
ceptions of their neighborhood are as
important as, if not more important than,
the area’s objective characteristics, so these
perceptions deserve continued attention.
Similarly, researchers and program planners
should carefully consider the ways parents
regulate their children’s experiences when
they reside in a neighborhood that they per-
ceive as lacking in resources or troubled in
other ways.

We are especially grateful to Robert Cupp and
Joel Carbonella for the considerable effort devoted to
the collection of the objective assessments of chil-
dren’s neighborhoods. Most important, we would
like to thank the staffs of the Fontana Unified
School District and the Jurupa Unified School
District for their generous and continued support.
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After-School Child Care
Programs
Deborah Lowe Vandell
Lee Shumow

Abstract

When the public, elected officials, and child advocates focus on the risks and oppor-
tunities inherent in after-school hours, discussions quickly hone in on the benefits that
after-school programs might offer. This article points out, however, that parents and
children consider a wide variety of options for the after-school hours. Children may be
with a parent or relative, they may go to lessons or play sports, they may spend time
alone or with friends. For many children, this pattern of activities is reflective of their
families’ resources and neighborhood surroundings as well as their own needs and
interests. Drawing on recent studies, this article documents children’s experiences in
different settings, discusses the variable quality of after-school programs, and indicates
how program participation and exposure to self-care can affect children’s adjustment
in elementary school.

Parents struggling to find dependable, high-quality child care for
preschoolers sometimes erroneously assume that their child care wor-
ries will abate when their children enter elementary school. In fact,

families must continue to arrange care for their school-age children,
because the school day is considerably shorter than an adult’s full-time work-
day. In addition, there are school holidays, teacher in-service days, and
summer vacations to consider. Some parents are able to fill this time with
formal after-school programs that their children enjoy attending. Others
patch together care by shifting work schedules, hiring sitters, and setting up
activities such as piano lessons and scouts on different days. Still others ask
relatives or neighbors to supervise the children after school. Some have chil-
dren care for themselves.

Settling on an appropriate after-school arrangement is no easy matter.1
When children attend programs or lessons, parents may worry that the
school day is too long and that the program is either too structured or too
chaotic and boring. When older children press for permission to come
home after school to relax, play with friends in the neighborhood, or just
have flexibility in using their time, parents worry about safety, supervision,
and a lack of opportunities for learning and growth.
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The concerns of individual parents have been joined by increasing
public attention to the potential benefits of after-school programs. The
White House Conference on Child Care (October 1997) included after-
school research and programs along with infant and preschool care in its
deliberations. Newsmagazines and parenting magazines are devoting space
to the demand for after-school programs.2 Efforts to increase funding of
after-school programs also are receiving attention. In 1999, Congress
appropriated $200 million to create after-school programs in the schools,
and President Clinton has proposed further increases for the year 2000.
General Colin Powell created America’s Promise, a national umbrella orga-
nization with the mission of providing “safe places” for youth to go. Local
funding initiatives also are evident. The DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest
Fund granted $1.2 million for after-school programs in Boston, Chicago,
and Seattle. (See the article by Halpern in this journal issue.) California
established a new after-school grants program costing $50 million per year,
and Los Angeles has allocated $10 million for after-school tutoring pro-
grams. Another $10 million for after-school programs is under considera-
tion by the Georgia legislature; and the governor of Massachusetts
is seeking $8 million for after-school programs targeted to high-crime
neighborhoods.3

Are such expenditures for after-school programs a good investment? Or
are children doing just fine without them? These questions are best
answered by considering the value of formal programs to children in rela-
tion to the merits of other options for after-school care. Consequently, this
article juxtaposes research on school-age programs with studies of self-care
and out-of-school activities—two other common solutions to the need for
after-school care. This article briefly discusses what each after-school
arrangement involves and how prevalent it is; it reviews research suggesting
how the arrangement contributes in positive or negative ways to children’s
development; and it examines the features of after-school programs that are
especially related to outcomes for children. The article concludes with the
authors’ thoughts on whether after-school programs are needed, and it sug-
gests characteristics that parents and policymakers should look for in high-
quality programs.

Care for School-Age
Children While 
Mothers Work
The sustained high rates of maternal
employment in the United States indicate

that the time-consuming quest for after-
school care will not abate any time soon.
From 1970 to 1990, the proportion of chil-
dren under 18 years with mothers in the
workforce rose from 39% to 62%. By 1997,
fully 78% of the mothers in households
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with children ages 6 to 13 were in the labor
force.4 The majority of families use the
time that their children attend grade
school as their primary child care arrange-
ment.5 Seventy-five percent of the children
(ages 5 to 14) whose mothers are employed
are in school for most of the hours their
mothers are at work, but because the
school day is shorter than the typical work-
day, problems arise during the two- to four-
hour stretch in the afternoon that is not
covered.

Figure 1, based on data about child care
gathered from a nationally representative
sample of households in 1990, shows that
one-third of children ages 5 to 12 with work-
ing mothers were cared for by their parents
when they were not in school.6 Some moth-

ers worked reduced hours to be home when
their children returned; and in dual-earner
families, the parents sometimes worked dif-
ferent shifts to share child care responsibili-
ties. Another third of the children were in
the care of relatives, sitters, and family child
care providers after school. A small percent-
age of children (4%) cared for themselves
and their siblings as a primary arrangement.
About 14% of school-age children in 1990
attended after-school centers, and another
15% participated in lessons or enrichment
activities.7

This summary may give the impression
that after-school care arrangements are easy
to categorize, but after-school experiences
are often quite complicated. First, arrange-
ments are often used in combination. The
National Child Care Survey reported that
more than three-quarters (76%) of children
with employed mothers spent time in at least
two other care arrangements in addition to
their time in school.8 For example, a child
might be in center care for two afternoons,
parent care for two afternoons, and self-care
for the fifth day. Even in a single day, chil-
dren often move from one setting to
another after school, experiencing different

arrangements in varying proportions. This
poses definitional problems: Should a child
who spends an hour or more walking home
with friends after soccer practice be counted
as experiencing self-care or as enrolled in
activities?

Research challenges also arise from the
differences that separate one self-care expe-
rience from another, and one program from
another. Being alone as a 10-year-old in a
safe area with a supportive neighbor next
door is not the same as being alone in a
threatening, inner-city apartment building.
Attending a chaotic center, a strict tutoring
session, or a stimulating program filled with
choices will have different appeal and differ-
ent consequences for children. The impact
of these different after-school arrangements
on children’s development can be accu-
rately measured only when researchers
appreciate how families and children come
to use particular after-school arrangements
and when they attend to the widely varying
features of those specific arrangements.
Several recent studies of school-age children
have begun to tackle these challenges (see
the descriptions of these studies in Table 1),
and their findings are reported throughout
this article.

Self-Care and Its Effects on
Children
Self-care, sometimes called latchkey care,
comes in multiple forms.2,9 Children can
be home alone, or they can stay with older
or younger siblings. Some children go to
public places such as libraries or shopping
malls where adults are nearby but not
charged with monitoring their safety or
well-being. Others spend afternoons
together with peers, away from any adult
supervision.

Prevalence
Widely disparate estimates have been made
of the number of children who are in self-
care and the amount of time they spend on
their own. For instance, the National Child
Care Survey, which asked parents to report
the child’s primary care arrangement
excluding school, estimated that 10% of 10-
to 12-year-olds were in self-care.6 In direct
interviews with children, other researchers
found that 44% of third graders spent at
least some of their after-school time in unsu-

Being alone as a 10-year-old in a safe area
with a supportive neighbor next door is not
the same as being alone in a threatening,
inner-city apartment building. 
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pervised settings.10 These disparities reflect
the fact that researchers have focused on dif-
ferent forms of self-care, and they have
defined and asked questions about it in dif-
ferent ways. (See the Child Indicators article
by Kerrebrock and Lewit in this journal issue
for a detailed review of data on self-care.)

Whatever measures and metrics are
used, however, studies consistently show that
children’s age, gender, and maturity influ-
ence the use of self-care. It is more common
for older than for younger children, and
more common for boys than for girls.6 It is
used less when children are fearful or when
parents have concerns about their children’s
readiness for this level of independence.9
Family and neighborhood characteristics
matter as well. Self-care is more prevalent
when mothers are employed and families
have higher incomes,6 and it is used more by
suburban families and those who consider
their neighborhoods to be relatively safe.10

Effects on Children
Studies documenting the effects of self-care
on children’s development have yielded

contradictory findings. Some indicate prob-
lematic development, while others have
reported no overall differences in develop-
mental outcomes for children in self-care or
other after-school arrangements. Key factors
explaining these differences include the spe-
cific types of self-care being studied, the
amount of time self-care is used, the ages of
the children involved, and the characteris-
tics of the family and the neighborhood.9–14

For example, analyses of the Ecological
Study of After-School Care revealed that chil-
dren’s age and the circumstances of self-care
both influenced child outcomes.9 (See Table
1 for a description of the study.) Third-grade
children who spent more time alone evinced
more behavior problems in both third and
fifth grades, suggesting that this form of self-
care is not typically appropriate for children
as young as eight or nine. Time spent alone
by fifth graders, in contrast, was not related
to behavior problems. However, unsuper-
vised time with peers was related to more
behavior problems in both third and fifth
grades as well as poorer school adjustment
in fifth grade.

Sources: Hofferth, S.L., Brayfield, A., Deich, S., and Holcomb, P. National child care survey, 1990. Urban Institute Report 91-5.
Washington, DC: The Urban Institute Press, 1991, p. 66.
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Another study, the Child Development
Project, also examined children’s devel-
opmental outcomes in relation to self-
care and found that the impact of
self-care varied by the children’s family
background.11 Parent and teacher ratings
of children’s behavior, school grades, and
test scores in grade six were obtained for
466 children. These were then analyzed
in light of descriptions by mothers of
their children’s after-school arrange-
ments in earlier years. Even when the
family’s social class and child’s prior
adjustment were taken into account, both
first and third graders who spent more
time in self-care were less socially compe-
tent and received lower academic grades
in grade six than children who spent less
time on their own. These negative associ-
ations with self-care were more evident
for children from low-income families

than for children from middle-income
families.

A related study, the Boston After-School
Time Study, also found that children from
low-income households displayed more
behavior problems such as aggression, defi-
ance, and hyperactivity when they were in
self-care for more time.12 Those effects
were not present among children in
middle-class households.

For many families, children’s transition
to self-care is a long process that often
begins with short spells of self-care that
become longer and more frequent as chil-
dren enter middle school. One impetus for
this shift is the parents’ assessment that chil-
dren are psychologically and emotionally
ready for the transition; another is chil-
dren’s strong push to leave more structured

Study and Developmental 
Related Endnote Sample After-School Outcomes of Program 

Numbers* Characteristics Care Data Gathered Participation

Ecological Study Milwaukee,WI Compared children Parent interviews, child In grade 3: better grades,
of After-School 216 children involved in maternal reports of activities work habits, emotional 
Care9,10,17,18,34 Followed grades 3 to 5 care, informal adult care, and experiences, adjustment, and peer 

54% nonwhite self-care, or formal behavior ratings by relationships; fewer 
Low-income families program. parents and teachers, behavior problems. In 

grades, and test grade 5: no impact. (All 
scores. children low income.)

Study of After-School 150 first graders Compared children Observations of child In structured programs:
Care and Children’s 13% nonwhite who attended 38 activities and better grades, work habits,
Development26,36 Well-educated parents after-school programs interactions, parent and fewer behavior 

with varying and teacher reports of problems. In positive 
characteristics. social behavior, grades, emotional climate: fewer 

and work habits. behavior problems.

Child Development Tennessee and Indiana Compared children Time spent in each If low income and in 
Project11 466 children in grades 1, 3, and 5 type of care, teacher- day care: more social 

Followed grades K to 6 who spent time in rated behavior competence, fewer 
19% nonwhite self-care, sitter care, problems and social behavior problems. If in 
Diverse economically neighbor care, day competence, grades, activities 1 to 3 hours/

care, school-based and test scores. week: more social 
program, or activities. competence, fewer 

behavior problems.

Boston After-School Boston, MA Compared children who Time spent in each type If low income and in 
Time Study12 206 children spent time unsupervised of care, observations programs: fewer 

Grades 1 to 4 or in parental care, of activities and problems of anxiety and 
67% nonwhite care by other adult, interactions, and ratings withdrawal. If middle class:
Diverse economically or a program of children’s behavioral no impact.

or lessons. adjustment.

* See related endnotes at the end of this article.

Table 1

Recent Studies of After-School Care Arrangements: Methods and Key Results
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after-school programs. The safety of the
neighborhood and the availability of good
alternatives to self-care matter, as well.
Nevertheless, some children do not fit
these general trends: Some young children
care for themselves on a regular basis, some
fearful children must be left alone, and
some older youths are sent to programs
because of concerns about their immatu-
rity. Careful study of the effects of both gen-
eral self-care patterns and these less
common conditions is needed to inform
parents and policymakers.

Out-of-School Activities
and Effects on Children
Another popular form of after-school care is
a patchwork of out-of-school activities,
including enrichment lessons (piano, dance,
computer classes), clubs (Scouts, Boys and
Girls Clubs), organized sports, and individ-
ual tutoring. Such activities and lessons may
or may not be viewed by parents as child
care. They are usually offered for limited
time periods—an hour or two on one or two
days each week—and children’s attendance
may not be closely monitored. In contrast,
formal programs typically operate five days a
week for several hours each day. While chil-
dren’s participation in regular programs
declines through the elementary school
years, they attend enrichment activities at
increasing rates over the same period.6,11

Out-of-school activities are usually sup-
ported by fees paid by parents and so are
more commonly used by children from
higher-income families.11 According to the
National Child Care Survey, 20% of children
in families with incomes over $50,000 were
enrolled in lessons in 1990, compared with
only 6% of children whose families earned
between $15,000 and $25,000 per year.6
Both cost and transportation problems are
barriers that prevent children from partici-
pating in these activities.15

There is some evidence that participa-
tion in out-of-school activities is related to
children’s adjustment, both concurrently
and over time. One study of a small program
that offered an hour of tutoring to second-
and third-grade children four days a week
documented improvements in the reading
and spelling scores of children who partici-
pated, compared to those in a matched con-
trol group.16 The Ecological Study of
After-School Care (described in Table 1)
revealed that third graders who spent more
time than their peers in enrichment activi-
ties received better grades in conduct and
were reported by their teachers to have
better work habits, better relationships with
peers, and better emotional adjustment.17 In
these analyses, however, it was not possible to
determine whether the activities contributed
to children’s adjustment, or whether the
findings reflected what researchers call

PHOTO OMITTED



“selection effects”—when it is the more com-
petent children who elect to participate in
activities.

To clarify that question, researchers fol-
lowed the Ecological Study children from
third through fifth grades.18 Those children
who spent more time in enrichment activi-
ties in all three grades showed better emo-
tional adjustment in fifth grade, even when
their adjustment as third graders was taken
into account. It was also true that those who
were better adjusted to school as third

graders were more likely to participate in
enrichment activities in fifth grade, rather
than “hanging out” with unsupervised peers.
In other words, both forces were at work—
children who were doing well chose to par-
ticipate in enrichment activities, and once
they were involved, they were likely to
benefit.

The children in the Ecological Study
came from low-income families, and none
were heavily programmed in the way that chil-
dren in more affluent households sometimes
are.19 Findings from the Child Development
Project, which included middle-income and
low-income children,11 suggest that children’s
development suffers from both too few and
too many activities. This study found that chil-
dren who spent moderate amounts of time
(one to three hours per week) in activities
and lessons during grades one and three were
more socially competent in grade six.
Children who participated in no activities and
those who were more extensively involved did
not fare as well.

Given the extent to which families rely
on patchwork schedules of lessons and activ-
ities to occupy their children—especially
older school-agers—after school, further
research is needed to clarify how the mix of
activities and other care arrangements con-
tributes to the development of children with
different interests, living in different sur-
roundings.

After-School Programs: 
Use and Characteristics
With the growing evidence that self-care
poses risks for some children, it is not sur-
prising that parents, policymakers, and
educators have turned to after-school pro-
grams as a way to meet children’s needs.
This is not a new strategy, although it has
recently attracted more public attention
than at any time since World War II. (See
the commentary by Seligson in this journal
issue.) Some programs target children
from low-income families who live in high-
crime neighborhoods2,17,20,21 and seek to
provide a safe haven,20 foster self-esteem
and strong cultural identities,22 and help
children overcome academic deficits.16,23

Other programs target middle-class chil-
dren whose parents are employed. These
programs may represent upward exten-
sions of the preschool model with activities
such as arts and crafts, games, and drama;
or they may focus on a single interest such
as chess or computers. Trends of increasing
employment by low-income mothers
(prompted by welfare reform) and height-
ened attention to student achievement
throughout society are likely to make pro-
grams serving low-income and middle-
income families more similar—combining
safety and supervision with learning and
enrichment opportunities.

Household interviews conducted for the
National Child Care Survey6 in 1990 found
that the vast majority of children who
enrolled in after-school programs were in
the third grade or younger. Enrollment
declines steadily from a high of 22% in
kindergarten to 14% in third grade to just
1% in seventh grade. This survey and other
studies11 reveal that higher-income families
are more likely than low-income families to
use school-based programs, centers, and
lessons to occupy their young grade-school
children after school. Community centers
play a more important role for lower-income
families.

A second nationally representative
survey, the National Study of Before- and
After-School Programs, obtained informa-
tion about after-school programs.24 This
study, based on 1,304 telephone interviews
conducted with directors of a nationally
representative sample of programs, con-

Enrollment in after-school programs
declines steadily from a high of 22% in
kindergarten to 14% in third grade to 
just 1% in seventh grade.
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cluded that an estimated 1.7 million chil-
dren (kindergarten through eighth
grade) were enrolled in almost 50,000 pro-
grams. The study documented the tremen-
dous variability that exists in after-school
programs. Figure 2 shows how the pro-
grams were distributed by sponsorship and
location.

Smaller observational studies focusing
on children’s experiences in after-school
programs reveal that differences in program
structure and organization are related to the
program’s emotional climate and the oppor-
tunities it affords to participating children.
Characteristics of the program, such as the
child-staff ratio and staff qualifications, and
characteristics of the site, such as sponsor-
ship and location, have attracted special
attention because they are levers that policy-
makers may be able to use to improve the
quality of the time children spend in after-
school programs.

Regulatable Features
No uniform standards or regulations apply
to after-school programs across the states.
Consequently, wide variation exists in the
program features that can be regulated by
authorities, such as child-adult ratios, staff
education, and class size. For example, the
National Study of Before- and After-School
Programs reported that the number of chil-
dren per staff member ranged from a low of
4:1 to a high of 25:1.24 Staff education varied
from less than a high school degree to more
than a master’s degree.

In-depth studies show that these pro-
gram features have implications for chil-
dren’s experiences. (Descriptions of typical
programs are included in Box 1.) In one
study, observations of 180 third-, fourth-, and
fifth-grade children in 30 different after-
school programs25 focused on the positive or
negative quality of children’s interactions
with staff, and the flexibility and diversity of
program activities. In the programs with
more children per adult and less-educated
teachers, the staff were more negative with
children. When programs offered a wider
variety of activities and more flexible pro-
gramming, staff-child interactions were
more positive.

Similar patterns emerged in the Study
of After-School Care and Children’s

Development, which focused on first-grade
children who attended 38 different pro-
grams.26 When programs had fewer children
per adult, programming was more flexible
and staff appeared warmer, more sensitive,
and more supportive of the children.
Children in these programs spent less time
waiting and in transition, less time watching
television, and more time interacting posi-
tively with staff. When staff members had
higher levels of education, they were more
likely to use positive behavior management
strategies and were less likely to be harsh
with the children.

Although it is less amenable to regula-
tion, staff turnover is another component
of program quality. Some after-school pro-
grams succeed in maintaining a stable staff,

but others have high rates of turnover. In
the national study, 58% of the programs
surveyed had experienced turnover during
the previous year, and those programs
reported that 60% of their staff had
changed.24 A 1992 study of eight inner-city
after-school programs in Chicago found
that more than 40% of the staff had been
with the observed programs for less than
one year.20 Not surprisingly, staff who had
been with the programs longer knew the
children better and were more likely to
follow up when children were absent.
Other research, such as the Child Care
Staffing Study,27 has found that higher
wages are a key factor in reducing staff
turnover.

Site Characteristics: Auspice
and Location
As Figure 2 shows, the National Study of
Before- and After-School Programs found in
1991 that most after-school programs (66%)
were operated by nonprofit organizations,
including public schools, social service agen-
cies, community organizations, and reli-
gious groups.24 However, for-profit day-care
centers made up the largest single category
of sponsor, operating 29% of the after-
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The number of children per staff member
ranged from 4:1 to 25:1. Staff education
varied from less than a high school degree 
to more than a master’s degree.
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After-School Programs: Examples from One Community

A variety of after-school programs in one low-income community were observed in the course of a study following
a sample of 216 third graders over a three-year period. The brief program descriptions below (using fictitious
names) illustrate the range of after-school programs attended by children in this community:

TimeOut for Kids: A nonprofit community agency, which has operated programs for urban youths for many years,
organized this program after school from 3:00 P.M. to 6:00 P.M. and during the summer, offering both child care
and enrichment activities. About 35 children were registered, with three staff members: a program coordinator
with a master’s degree in education, and two university students. 

Children’s daily activities were relatively unstructured: Upon arriving, children chose time in the gym or an activ-
ity room for about 45 minutes. After a snack, they participated in projects, played games, or did homework until
departure time.

Hancock Elementary After-School Program: This program, operated by the school district’s recreation department,
sought to provide a safe play environment for children. Associated with the school, the program could use the
school gym, playground, and cafeteria for activities, but little communication took place between elementary
teachers and after-school staff. About 22 children attended with three staff members who had previous experience
working with children, although turnover was high each semester. 

Typically, children organized informal games in the gym upon arriving, ate snacks provided by the children’s fam-
ilies, and then did homework, played board games, or did an arts and crafts activity.  The program offered unstruc-
tured time for the children’s play, but they received little support from staff when they tired of their own games. 

The Oakridge After-School Program: This program was initiated and operated by the teachers of an elementary
school to provide tutoring and homework help for any child requesting it. Two-thirds of the school’s teachers were
involved in the program, which operated four afternoons a week for two hours. One day a week, local police vol-
unteers offered basketball, soccer, or baseball in the gym or playground. 

About 300 students participated in the program on a limited basis; school busing schedules prevented many from
attending regularly. At the end of the school day, the children remained in their classrooms with a teacher until
5:30 P.M., working on homework or supplemental assignments. The teachers were actively engaged with the stu-
dents, but the program’s activities and imposed restrictions were similar to those the children experienced during
the school day.

Hamilton School Extended-Day Program: Also based at an elementary school, this program sought to bolster self-
esteem by developing children’s abilities in nonacademic subjects such as music, dance, drama, and art. It pro-
vided enrichment lessons in science, literature, and math, which are often beyond the financial means of
low-income families. 

Nearly 85% of the students at the school participated (530 students). Children and parents selected themes (arts,
sports, creative writing, computers, and the like) and spent nine weeks focused on that theme. Homework help and
remedial academic assistance were provided to children who needed it. The program operated in a school-like fash-
ion: Children attended “classes” in their chosen themes and received grades on their participation and learning.

Child’s Haven: This after-school program was operated by a nonprofit agency with a religious affiliation. It was ori-
ented toward families, offered social service assistance, and emphasized emotional support. Many teen assistants
had themselves attended the program or its summer day camp. 

On any given day, 70 children could participate, although there were 240 children on the roster. The program
was located in a community center, which offered a gym, roller-skating room, lounge for homework or rest, and
activity rooms. The children met and spent the first hour or two with a small, stable “social group” of children
and one or two adults for an activity and a snack. Between 4:30 P.M. and 5:30 P.M., the children could choose any
activity offered in the program. 

Source: Vandell, D.L., Shumow, L., and Posner, J.K. Children’s after-school programs: Promoting resiliency or vulnerability? In Promoting resiliency in families and chil-
dren at risk: Interdisciplinary perspectives. H.I. McCubbin, A.I. Thompson, J. Futrell, and L.D. McCubbin, eds. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. In press.

Box 1



school programs (another 5% of programs
were operated by for-profit private schools
and other entities). A related (but not iden-
tical) distinction is program location. In
1991, slightly more than a third (35%) of
after-school programs were housed in child
care centers, while 28% were housed in
public schools, 19% were in religious insti-
tutions or schools, and 18% were in other
locations.24

Smaller, in-depth studies reveal that the
broad site characteristics of auspice and
location are related to the programmatic
features described above. Observations in
38 programs for the Study of After-School
Care and Children’s Development project
showed that, compared to for-profit pro-
grams, programs that operated on a non-
profit basis had more staff per child and
had better-educated staff members who
were more positive and warm with the chil-
dren.26 Children in nonprofit programs
were less likely to watch television and
wander aimlessly, and they experienced
fewer negative interactions with staff. Not
surprisingly, parents were more satisfied
with nonprofit programs than with for-
profit programs.

The same study focused on locations
separate from sponsoring agency aus-
pices. Researchers observed caregivers
both in school-based programs and in
community centers and day-care pro-
grams.26 The staff members in the
school-based programs interacted more
sensitively with children. Accordingly,
children in the school-based programs
spent less time unoccupied and moving
from one activity to another. A major
strength of school-based programs may
be the expectation that staff will be
trained and compensated well enough to
promote stability and the experience it
entails. This comparison is important
because the number of programs in
public schools increased from 13,500 in
199128 to more than 18,000 in 1993–94.29

Many of the new after-school funding ini-
tiatives focus on schools, so this number
is destined to increase still further. (See
the article by Dryfoos in this journal
issue.)

The systematic studies of after-school
programs described here document that

both organizational and programmatic char-
acteristics are related to children’s experi-
ences in programs in predictable ways.
Research of this type, which distinguishes
key elements of program quality, can pro-
vide an empirical foundation for developing
standards and requirements policymakers
might use to monitor and improve the qual-
ity of the programs they fund. The next sec-
tion will consider whether these program
features are also related to children’s devel-
opmental outcomes.

Program Participation and
Children’s Development
Another line of research on after-school
programs tackles the complex challenge
of measuring the effects of program par-
ticipation on outcomes—on children’s

development. These studies contrast the
social adjustment and school success of
children who attend programs with out-
comes for children who spend their after-
noons in other care settings. This
research task is complicated by the fact
that no form of after-school care exists in
a vacuum. Rather, a broader context of
family and community influences the
after-school arrangements that are avail-
able to particular children and conditions
children’s responses to their after-school
experiences. Moreover, the individual
child’s own characteristics (age, tempera-
ment, and gender) play a role in shaping
the choice of after-school arrangements
for that child.

A number of early studies of single pro-
grams found benefits that the researchers
attributed to program participation. One
reported that kindergarten children who
participated in an extended-day program
at a university lab school had better peer
relationships than classmates who did not
participate in the program.30 Another
study found better performance on a stan-
dardized mathematics test among low-

73After-School Child Care Programs

Children in nonprofit programs were 
less likely to watch television and wander
aimlessly, and they experienced fewer 
negative interactions with staff.
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Figure 2

Characteristics of a National Sample of Before- and
After-School Programs in 1991

Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
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income children who participated in an
after-school tutoring program in compari-
son with a matched control group.31

Similar findings emerged from the recent
Ecological Study of After-School Care
described earlier (see Table 1), which
observed low-income third graders in
their after-school settings—whether they
attended after-school programs, or were
with their parents or in informally super-
vised settings. The third graders in this
study who attended programs had fewer
antisocial behaviors and better reading
and math grades, work habits, emotional
adjustment, and peer relationships than
did children in other forms of after-
school care.17

However, not all studies have found posi-
tive program effects. Some investigators12

have reported no overall associations
between program participation and chil-
dren’s adjustment And one study involving
primarily middle-class children32 found that
those who attended programs were rated

more negatively than children in other
forms of care by their teachers, parents, and
peers. These differences in findings likely
reflect the combined influence of family and
neighborhood factors, the children’s own
characteristics, and aspects of the child’s pro-
gram experience.

Family and Neighborhood
Factors
One explanation for the discrepant pro-
gram findings is that after-school programs
may be more beneficial for children in
low-income families and high-crime neigh-
borhoods than for children in suburban
neighborhoods and middle-income families.
In the Boston After-School Time Study, pro-
gram enrollment was not related to adjust-
ment for middle-class children, but ratings
provided by mothers showed that low-
income children who attended programs
had fewer behavior problems than low-
income children in other care arrange-
ments.12 Similar findings emerged from
other studies that included teacher reports
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Figure 2 (continued)

Characteristics of a National Sample of Before- and
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of children’s social competence and behav-
ior problems.11,17

These results mirror the evidence that
self-care is most problematic for children in
low-income families and in dangerous sur-
roundings; programs are apparently most
beneficial for the same children. Formal
after-school programs can serve as a safe
haven within neighborhoods in which crime
rates are high and the time after school
exposes youngsters to deviant peers, illegal
activities, and violence.17,20,21 The same pro-

grams may have a different meaning, how-
ever, for children in suburban or rural
neighborhoods32,33 where self-care may not
be as fraught with risks and where children
may want the freedom to participate in dif-
ferent after-school activities such as team
sports and clubs, as well as to play with
friends after school.

Child Characteristics: Age and
Gender
In addition to the family and neighborhood
context, the individual child’s developmen-
tal status and psychological functioning
influence the effects of after-school pro-
grams. Child characteristics help determine
what after-school care the family will choose,
and they shape the child’s response to what-
ever setting is chosen.

Evidence from the Ecological Study of
After-School Care shows that programs serve
a different function for older school-age
children than for younger ones. When
researchers followed 215 low-income study
children from third grade to fifth grade,
they found that participating in a formal
program was associated with better child
functioning in third grade, but attending
such a program in fifth grade was linked to
more school and behavioral problems.9
What accounts for this difference? Do pro-
grams have negative effects on older chil-
dren? This did not appear to be the case.
Instead, it turned out that the children who

attended programs as fifth graders (both
those who remained in the programs from
earlier grades and those who were placed in
the programs as fifth graders) had been
more troubled than other children in the
third grade. The program placement may
have been a strategy to keep them out of
trouble. Most children who were doing well
as third graders were no longer attending
programs as fifth graders. When prior child
adjustment was controlled, the negative
“effects” associated with participation in
after-school programs were no longer
evident.

These research findings are consistent with
the speculation that parents might use pro-
grams when they believe their children need
more supervision and that children might
leave programs when parents think that it
is appropriate to offer less supervision (or
a different type of supervision) after
school.32 What is less clear in the program
research to date is what happens when chil-
dren who need more supervision do not
have programs to attend. Pettit and col-
leagues’ examination of the effects of self-
care suggests that these children may be
particularly vulnerable in less supervised
settings.

Another factor contributing to variable
program effects may be the uneven quality
of the programs that were studied.34

Although one program was excellent,
others were of average quality or less.
The program attended by the largest
number of children allowed comparatively
little child autonomy, children were not
engaged in activities, the staff used puni-
tive disciplinary techniques, and negative
interactions between staff and children
were numerous. If programs are to suc-
ceed for children of different ages and with
different interests and skills, they should be
structured in ways that are sensitive to
these differences.

A study of low-income children who
lived in high-crime neighborhoods revealed
another factor impacting program effec-
tiveness.35 There, the beneficial effects of
program participation were related to
actual attendance. In a given school year,
some children attended programs that for
periods ranged from a single day to 160
days. Even after controlling for their prior

Evidence for beneficial effects is strongest 
for low-income children, children in urban
or high-crime neighborhoods, younger 
children, and boys.
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performance, children who attended more
days were rated by their classroom teachers
as having better work habits and better
interpersonal skills compared to children
who attended fewer days. Children who
attended more days also were less likely to
endorse aggression as a response to peer
conflict. Their school attendance was
better.

There is some evidence that program
effects also may vary for boys and girls.
Program qualities such as the emotional cli-
mate and the autonomy afforded to chil-
dren appear to have more impact on boys
than on girls. The Study of After-School
Care and Children’s Development (descri-
bed in Table 1) included observations in 38
programs to assess the positive or negative
tenor of staff relations with children, pro-
gram activities and flexibility, and the quality
of children’s interactions with peers.36

Children’s experiences were related to
teacher ratings of their adjustment in first
grade. The results showed that boys who
attended programs in which after-school
staff established a positive emotional climate
demonstrated fewer problem behaviors in
their first-grade classroom, whereas boys
who attended programs with more negative
emotional climates had poorer academic
performances. Program structure also was
related to boys’ adjustment. Boys who
attended programs that permitted more
individual choices and autonomy displayed
better social skills with their first-grade class-
mates than did boys in more highly regi-
mented programs. These findings support a
recommendation37 to consider the possibil-
ity of gender differences in susceptibility to
intervention efforts.

Conclusion: Do We Really
Need After-School
Programs?
The introduction to this article asked
whether recent public attention to after-
school programs is warranted and
whether devoting funds to these programs
is necessary. No cost-benefit analyses of
after-school programs have been con-
ducted, because the research on these
programs is still limited. Nonetheless, the
available studies offer evidence of pro-
gram benefits for many children, espe-
cially in contrast to the risks associated

with self-care. Evidence for beneficial
effects is strongest for low-income chil-
dren, children in urban or high-crime
neighborhoods, younger children, and
boys.

Program benefits also appear to depend
on program features such as opportunities
for children to make choices and a positive
emotional climate. These aspects of pro-
gram quality can, in turn, be linked to struc-
tural factors such as child-staff ratios and
staff qualifications.

These research findings must be viewed
in context, however. First, after-school
arrangements are not randomly assigned to
families in the United States; instead, there
are patterns in who uses different arrange-
ments and in the particulars of those
arrangements. Providing valid assessments
of the effects of different after-school expe-
riences requires serious attention to the fac-
tors that lead families to select one or
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another arrangement, or faulty conclusions
about care arrangements and child adjust-
ment might be made. One of those factors
is the family’s perception of the neighbor-
hood where they live. Another is the
child’s own characteristics and preferences.
School-age children often play an active
role in determining when self-care is
initiated, when program participation is
stopped, and which after-school activities
are selected.

It is important for all programs to foster
a positive emotional climate in which chil-
dren know that they are valued, respected,
and liked. The use of punitive, harsh
behavior management strategies is a sign
that programs are not functioning well.
Staff harshness helps to create an overall
negative emotional climate that has been

found to undermine children’s function-
ing in the programs and at school.
Program designers also must consider care-
fully the changing interests and capabilities
of the children they propose to serve.
Compelling school-age children to attend
programs they find boring or restrictive is
difficult at best. And no program can
convey benefits to children who do not
enter its doors.35 Schools and program
designers need to consider a broader range
of after-school program designs, especially
for the older grade school children. One
such design might be the reintroduction of
school-based extracurricular after-school
activities such as sports teams, band, year-
book, and newspaper. These supervised,
child-selected activities can offer substan-
tial opportunities to learn and grow in a
safe environment.
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After-School Programs for
Low-Income Children:
Promise and Challenges
Robert Halpern

Abstract

Children’s out-of-school time, long a low-level source of public concern, has recently
emerged as a major social issue. This, in turn, has heightened interest in the hetero-
geneous field of after-school programs. This article provides a profile of after-school
programs for low-income children, focusing on supply and demand, program
emphases, and program sponsors and support organizations. It also discusses the
major challenges facing the field in the areas of facilities, staffing, and financing.
Details and examples are drawn from the ongoing evaluation of a specific after-school
program initiative called MOST (Making the Most of Out-of-School Time), which
seeks to strengthen after-school programs in Boston, Chicago, and Seattle. Looking
ahead, the article highlights the pros and cons of options for increasing coverage to
reach more low-income children, strengthening programs, expanding funding, and
articulating an appropriate role for after-school programs to fill in the lives of low-
income children.

Interest in after-school programs for low- and moderate-income children
has been building throughout the 1990s. There are numerous federal
proposals for new or expanded after-school program funding, new

foundation grants programs, new state- and city-level initiatives, and efforts
by scores of community groups around the country to create more after-
school programs in their communities. Four principal factors are driving
this growing interest: (1) a belief that public spaces such as streets and play-
grounds are no longer safe for children’s out-of-school time, (2) a sense that
it is stressful and unproductive for children to be left on their own after
school, (3) a concern that many children need more time and individual
attention than schools can provide to master basic academic skills, and (4)
a conviction that low-income children deserve the same opportunity as their
more advantaged peers to explore expressive arts, sports, and other devel-
opmentally enriching activities.

In the face of growing interest in after-school programs stands a field
that is a mix of contrasting elements. After-school programs are identifiable,
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After-School Programming:
Examples from Three Cities
To describe the current parameters of
after-school programs serving low-income
children, this article draws heavily on data
from the ongoing evaluation of a specific
after-school program initiative called
MOST (Making the Most of Out-of-School
Time). In Boston, Chicago, and Seattle,
this foundation-funded effort is working to
improve the supply, accessibility, affordabil-
ity, and quality of after-school programs,
especially for low-income children. It is
also working to strengthen the overall
coherence of the system of after-school
programs. (See the description of the
MOST Initiative in Box 1.)1 In all three
cities, but particularly in Boston and
Chicago, the school-age population is pre-
dominantly low to moderate income.
Though the observations reported here
are preliminary, this evaluation is the first
large-scale, systematic look at programs for
school-age children to be undertaken since
the National Study of Before- and After-
School Programs surveyed a national
sample of programs in 1991, not focusing
on low-income children.2

Need, Demand, and Supply
There are some 10 million children ages
6 through 13 in the United States living
in families with incomes less than 150% of
the federal poverty threshold. Estimates
of the percentage of these children who
need after-school programs depend on
one’s reasons for promoting them. A
majority of low-income children need after-
school programs for a practical reason—
child care. In 1998, some 5.3 million
low-income children between ages 6 and 12
had both parents or a single parent work-
ing after school.3 One can argue further
that after-school programs should be
viewed as a normative developmental sup-
port, available to any low-income child who
is interested. Many low-income children
today are too much on their own, both
physically and psychologically, and could
benefit from safe, protected spaces to play,
an extra measure of adult attention, addi-
tional help with homework, and greater
opportunity to participate in art and sports
activities. By that logic, virtually all low-
income children need access to programs.

At the same time, the actual demand for
places in after-school programs reflects a
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yet extraordinarily heterogeneous; vibrant, yet fragile. They offer children a
protected space for play and exploration, yet are increasingly burdened with
the task of compensating for the limitations of other social institutions. Staff-
child relationships in after-school programs are usually warm and support-
ive, but most staff members have little formal preparation for work with
children, and turnover in staff positions is high. In spite of numerous fund-
ing streams, after-school programs for low-income children are inade-
quately and insecurely funded. While the field is beginning to attract
significant new funding, much of that funding is going to a narrow band of
institutions.

There are, in other words, forces pulling after-school programs in dif-
ferent directions, and a certain amount of tension exists between the new
policy interest in after-school programs and the marginal conditions
under which many programs operate. Given this tension, what are appro-
priate, realistic goals and expectations of after-school programs? Where do
they fit in relation to school and family? How should after-school programs
be funded and the field, as a whole, organized? What supports are needed
by programs and individual providers to make the work of after-school
programs viable? This article describes the current status of the after-
school field in terms of demand and supply, program activities, sponsor-
ing and supporting organizations, and funding—and then discusses issues
and challenges facing the field as it struggles to move toward more solid
ground.
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variety of factors—from transportation to
children’s preferences (especially as they get
older); from parents’ awareness of available
options and success getting their children
enrolled4 to their willingness and ability to
pay program fees. Low-income parents’
interest appears to be high when programs
are free or nearly so, dropping sharply the
more they are asked to pay. Many believe
that, if necessary, they can leave their older
children unsupervised and their younger
children in sibling care for a few hours. As a
result, waiting lists for free or heavily subsi-
dized programs might exist alongside empty
spaces in programs that have less access to
public funding.5

How many low-income children are cur-
rently being served by after-school pro-
grams? There are few reliable data on this
question, although parent surveys con-
ducted for other purposes suggest partici-
pation rates of somewhere between 10%
and 30%.6 The MOST evaluation included
an effort to document the supply of after-
school programs in the three participating
cities where, as noted earlier, the school-age
population is predominantly low to moder-
ate income. The study integrated informa-
tion on the supply of programs from
regulatory agencies, funders, and providers,

although the data were fragmented, incom-
plete, and difficult to aggregate, because
they referred to different phenomena.7 In
the three cities, the data revealed slots or
places enough to serve 10% to 20% of the
population of school-age children in pro-
grams that run daily through the year; and
spaces for another 10% to 15% of the pop-
ulation in programs that meet episodically
each week, or during the year. As Table 1
shows, the study estimated that full-time
slots were available in Boston for about
14% of the school-age population; in
Chicago for about 9% of the children; and
in Seattle for about 35% of the relevant age
group. Altogether, the limited available
data suggest a sizable gap between need
and supply.

Providers and Support
Organizations
The supply of after-school programs that
currently exists is provided by a wider variety
of institutions and agencies than almost any
other type of service. The largest providers
to low- and moderate-income children are
schools and private nonprofit social service
agencies. The latter category includes child
care centers,8 organizations like settlement
houses and community centers, and
national youth-serving organizations like the

The MOST Initiative: Making the Most of Out-of-School Time

Because 44% of children with working parents have no adult care after school—
with low-income children more likely than their more affluent peers to be left
alone for long periods—the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund is supporting
the creation of model school-age child care systems in Boston, Chicago, and
Seattle through its MOST Initiative. Designed to help communities improve the
quality and quantity of before- and after-school programs for children in elemen-
tary and middle schools, MOST also helps increase access to these programs for
low-income families and improve the skills of adults who work in these settings.

The initiative, managed by the Wellesley College National Institute on Out-of-
School Time, is also helping to develop a national accreditation system for school-
age child care programs. The Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University
of Chicago is evaluating the initiative that focuses on MOST’s accomplishments
as well as the challenges related to building, strengthening, and maintaining
school-age child care providers, and community leaders in all three cities; obser-
vations of school-age child care programs; analysis of program records; and doc-
umentation of program costs.

Source: DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund Web site. Grantmaking programs. July 1998. For additional information, see
http://www.dewittwallace.org/programs/allprograms.htm.

Box 1



84 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN  –  FALL 1999

Boys and Girls Clubs, YMCAs, and Police
Athletic Leagues. (See the descriptions of
youth-serving organizations in the article by
Quinn in this journal issue.) In some cities,
parks and recreation departments are major
providers, and libraries play a small but
growing role.9 Catholic schools provide
some after-school programming, as do
churches, community associations, tutoring
or mentoring organizations, and even a few
public housing authorities.

About one-third of schools in low-
income neighborhoods report offering
some type of after-school program,10 which
sometimes is operated by the school and
sometimes is run in school space by other
agencies. (See the article by Dryfoos in this
journal issue.) In Seattle, for instance, 16
middle schools provide space for programs
funded by the Parks and Recreation
Department, which operates some programs
itself and contracts with community agencies
to run others. The Seattle schools also serve
as host sites for programs run by the YMCA.
In Boston, few schools operate after-school
programs themselves, but schools provide
sites for more than 50 after-school programs
run by other agencies.

Churches and community associations
(particularly ethnic mutual assistance asso-
ciations) are providing more and more
after-school programs as a by-product of
their responsiveness to community needs.
Both tend to have small programs that are
minimally funded and staffed, and that use
as many volunteers as they can find.
Though small, these programs help to fill
the many “microgaps” in after-school pro-
gram coverage, and some play a critical
bridging role between immigrant fami-

lies and mainstream institutions such as
schools.

In addition to agencies that provide
direct service or provide space for direct
services, the after-school program field
includes an array of supporting organiza-
tions. These organizations license many
after-school program providers, help fami-
lies to find programs, and offer training,
education, technical assistance, or curricu-
lar resources to direct service providers.
Most (but not all) after-school programs
are subject to licensing by the state and city
agencies that regulate child care. Licensing
agencies monitor programs to assure that
minimum standards are met in such areas
as program size, staff-child ratio, amount of
space per child, building safety, and some-
times provider qualifications and continu-
ing education.11 Child care resource and
referral agencies provide information on
all types of child care to parents, and some
offer training for providers. Cultural insti-
tutions such as museums and dance or the-
ater companies may offer on-site activities
and workshops that enrich local programs,
often at minimal cost. In some cities there
are unique organizations that support
after-school programs. One example is the
School’s Out Consortium in Seattle that,
among other activities, develops ongoing
training and technical assistance relation-
ships with specific programs. In Chicago,
the After-School Action Program in
Uptown-Edgewater serves as a hub, sup-
port mechanism, and broker for a network
of 30 small providers. Staff help the pro-
grams seek funding, organize training,
develop innovative programming, and iden-
tify resources in the arts, science, and
tutoring.12

Number of Full-Time Number of School- Percentage of School-
Spaces Available Age Children Age Population Covered

Boston 8,000 56,000 14%

Chicago 30,000 350,000 9%

Seattle 14,000 40,000 35%

Source: Computations by author based on data gathered for the MOST evaluation discussed in this article.

Table 1

Estimated Need for and Supply of After-School Programs
in Boston, Chicago, and Seattle, 1998
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Activities and Emphases
After-school programs look, feel, and work
alike in some ways, and they differ in many
others. Most share a common activity struc-
ture—a mix of homework help, snacks,
free time, arts and crafts, table games, gym
or playground time, a weekly activity in
music or dance, cultural awareness activi-
ties, and field trips. These core activities
increasingly are supplemented by tutoring,
reading time, and special curricular ele-
ments such as science activities. Most pro-
grams divide children into two or more
age-groupings, depending on program
size. The structure of activities and physical
environment for younger groups are simi-
lar to those found in early childhood pro-
grams, using rooms with thematic activity
areas, plentiful books, games, and supplies.
The activities and environment for older
children are more like those found in
youth programs, with a space resembling a
drop-in room with comfortable furniture
but fewer materials.

After-school programs are characteristi-
cally safe places where children can be them-
selves and escape the pressures they may
experience elsewhere. Staff are not authority
figures in the traditional sense, and they
usually have less of an agenda than parents
or teachers. After-school programs generally
are sensitive to community norms, parental
preferences, and the staff’s understanding of
children’s support needs. Their flexibility
often permits them to fill in gaps in chil-
dren’s experiences and between the institu-
tions in children’s lives. For instance,
programs for refugee and immigrant chil-
dren often include some English language
instruction and mediate between families
and the school system.

Despite common elements and qualities,
there is a good deal of variety among pro-
grams in this field. Some emphasize academ-
ics, others recreation and play, and still
others arts or science. Some emphasize the
goal of protecting children, others enriching
their out-of-school hours, others preventing
problems. A program director in one rough
neighborhood in Boston noted that his
main goal was “to keep kids off the street and
alive.” Another program in an equally rough
neighborhood offered not just a safe haven
but also a variety of art experiences taught by
local artists, such as mask-making, dance,

drumming, stilt-walking, puppetry, clay-
making, theater, and silk screen techniques.
Still another Boston program has a mission
of building girls’ interest in sports. And a
principal notes that “We need to extend the
school day. And how do you do that? This
[the school’s new after-school program] is a
superlative opportunity.”

Programs that operate from a recreation
or social group work tradition tend to have
more of a whole-group focus; those that
operate from an early childhood/child care
tradition have more of an individual-child
focus and afford more individualized expe-
riences. Youth-serving organizations and
park districts have had an open enrollment
philosophy; children become members for

a nominal fee and then drop in whenever
they wish during the year. The growing
number of tutoring programs in the
schools may serve a defined group of chil-
dren two or three days a week. Programs
that view their work primarily as child care
tend to have a more explicit agreement or
contract with parents to assume responsibil-
ity for a child every day during certain
hours.

Differences in structure, content, and
emphasis in after-school programs obviously
lead to differences in children’s experi-
ences. Some degree of variability is appro-
priate, giving choices to children and
parents. Yet it also raises the question of
what low-income children’s after-school
time should be about. That question may
prove increasingly contentious as schools
and community-based organizations are
pressed to work together in designing and
running after-school programs. Schools,
under enormous pressure to improve chil-
dren’s test scores, appear to believe they
have no choice but to address that objective.
Community-based organizations tend to
believe that children need respite from
school-related pressures, opportunity to

Most after-school programs share a common
activity structure—a mix of homework help,
snacks, free time, arts and crafts, table
games, gym, cultural awareness activities,
and field trips.
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experience and explore other domains, and
time to just be children. A director of a com-
munity-based program in Chicago noted
that it shouldn’t have to be the case, but
“basically we have to be an antidote to
school for kids.”13

Common Challenges
Facing After-School
Programs
The growing role of after-school programs as
a developmental support for low-income
children, and the growing interest in them
as a vehicle for addressing a variety of social
concerns, heighten the need to consider the
conditions under which programs operate
and the nature of children’s experiences in

them. This section of the article examines
what is known about the quality of after-
school programs serving low-income chil-
dren and discusses three particular factors
that influence quality: facilities, staffing, and
financing.

There is substantial agreement about the
attributes that together constitute “good
enough” after-school programs. Important
structural features include an adequate
number of staff to assure individualized
attention to children; an adequate level of
staff literacy to help children with learning
support needs; adequate facilities and equip-
ment to allow a measure of variety and
choice in activities; and nutritious snacks for
the children. Important process attributes
include warm and supportive staff, a flexible
and relaxed schedule, a predictable environ-
ment, opportunity to explore ideas, feelings,
and identities, avenues for self-expression,
exposure to both one’s own heritage and the
larger culture, and time for unstructured
play and simple fun.14,15

The available evidence suggests that,
although programs for low-income children
vary on these attributes, there is cause for
concern about program quality. As part of

the MOST evaluation, the author and col-
leagues made three observation visits each
to a representative sample of nine programs
in Boston, Chicago, and Seattle. Although
each program reflected a mixture of
strengths and weaknesses, two-thirds rated
fair to poor on the majority of attributes
noted above. Some programs observed
were too thinly staffed to attend to individ-
ual children’s support needs. Some were
too schedule-bound, moving children from
one segment of the afternoon to the next in
rigid steps. Activities appeared to be
unplanned. Staff frequently did not know
how to gauge children’s interests, or to plan
and facilitate children’s engagement in
activities; and they usually relied on native
wit in managing children. One of the
author’s colleagues described staff treat-
ment of children in a particular program as
“random episodes of discipline mixed in
with general warmth and caring.”

Other studies reinforce these findings of
wide variability in quality.16 (See the article
by Vandell and Shumow in this journal
issue.) For instance, an earlier study of eight
inner-city programs in Chicago revealed
that the staff lacked the time, and perhaps
the skill and inclination, to adequately plan
activities, work through issues, and develop
relationships with children.14 A not uncom-
mon refrain of children in after-school pro-
grams is that they enjoy a program and like
the staff, but there is sometimes not enough
to do. This especially applies to older chil-
dren; many programs provide a relatively
richer, more thoughtful experience to
younger participants, and older children
sometimes report less emotional support
from staff.

Although they could and should be
improved, after-school programs do display
numerous individually positive characteris-
tics. Each hour spent in the care of an after-
school program is an hour during which an
inner-city child may not have to fend for
himself or herself at home or in an unsafe
neighborhood. Programs that present qual-
ity concerns may still provide children with
opportunities to read or be read to, or to
participate in dance or art activities, or just
to complete their homework. One Chicago
program director noted that many of her
children’s homes do not have the basic
resources for homework, adding, “We have

Although each program reflected a mixture
of strengths and weaknesses, two-thirds rated
fair to poor on the majority of program 
quality attributes.



encyclopedias here, dictionaries, rulers,
everything you need to deal with your home-
work, plus a quiet place to do it.” In the
author and colleagues’ observations, even
when staff seemed a bit abrupt or did not
appear to closely observe and listen to chil-
dren, they were generally affectionate, and
staff-child relationships were comfortable.

Yet even the more straightforward bene-
fits of after-school programs depend to a cer-
tain extent on resources and program
supports that too many programs in low-
income neighborhoods do not have access
to. The most pivotal problems faced by these
programs revolve around resources and find
expression in three areas: facilities, staff, and
funding. All three areas must be addressed
in a balanced way if the quality of after-
school programs is to improve.

Facilities
The ownership, size, and structure of space
of after-school programs shapes them in
many ways. For instance, space determines
program size and permits or prevents activi-
ties such as pottery or dance, or long-term
projects such as murals. The physical space
also tends to regulate and shape children’s
behavior. The national survey of programs
that served more advantaged children, con-
ducted in 1991, revealed that only 48% of
before- and after-school programs had
space dedicated to their programs. Half of
the programs at that time relied on shared
or borrowed space.17 The same survey
found that fewer than one quarter of the

programs had regular access to a play-
ground or park, while even fewer regularly
used a library or special rooms for art,
music, or games. Findings from the MOST
evaluation indicate that the facilities (and
facilities-related resources) available in low-
income neighborhoods are probably even
less satisfactory. Programs in youth-serving
organizations tend to have dedicated space,
but many other community-based programs
have inadequate square footage, rely on
insecure, short-term leases, or use shared or
borrowed space. These arrangements con-
strict efforts to make improvements in facil-
ities, because there is little incentive to
invest in temporary or shared space, even if
permission to do so can be secured.
Moreover, programs with tenuous claims on
their space usually cannot gain access to
funds for facilities improvement, which are
available in some states.

The challenges of renting and/or shar-
ing space are apparent with the growing
number of programs that operate in schools.
School buildings offer attractive space for
community-based agencies and minimize
transportation problems. At the same time,
community-based agencies working in the
schools have found that principals are often
reluctant to give up control of space (or at
least want to reserve the right to reclaim it as
enrollment grows), union rules require cus-
todial staff to be paid substantial sums to stay
around for an extra two or three hours to
close the building, and security can be a
challenge. In addition, real and imaginary
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liability issues arise, equitable rental fees are
hard to negotiate, school activities displace
programs and disrupt their plans, and teach-
ers are proprietary about their classrooms
because they fear damage, theft, and mis-
placed materials.18

Staffing
Interviews with program directors and
coordinators in the three MOST cities
reveal the concern that program leaders
have regarding their ability to recruit
qualified staff, pay adequate salaries, and
stem high rates of turnover. These staffing
issues are clearly intertwined, so solutions
must be devised to address them simulta-
neously.

Jobs in after-school programs are pri-
marily part time and poorly paid. The 1991
national survey found that staff in after-
school programs worked on average fewer

than 20 hours per week.19 Salaries in the
after-school programs surveyed for the MOST
evaluation range widely, but they hover
around $5 to $9 per hour for front-line staff,
and $8 to $15 per hour for coordinators and
directors who more often work full time.
Front-line staff seldom receive benefits.
Staff employed by public agencies—schools,
park districts, and libraries—tend to have
higher hourly wages than those employed
by private, nonprofit agencies. Given the
pay scales noted above, it is not surprising
that paid front-line staff in after-school
programs in low-income neighborhoods
seldom have more than a high school
diploma or an associate’s (AA) degree.
Program coordinators and directors, many
of whom started out in the early childhood
field, are more likely than their staff to have
college degrees.

Few front-line staff have academic prepa-
ration for work in the after-school field, per-
ceiving little financial gain to seeking out
relevant courses, lacking time to do so, lack-
ing interest (because they will be in the field

for only a few years ), and/or lacking confi-
dence in their academic skills. Perceiving
little demand, few community colleges and
universities offer courses related to after-
school programs, and almost none offers
coherent course sequences or certificate
programs in this field. That leaves those few
interested students to find relevant courses
in early childhood education, social work, or
leisure and recreation departments. Most
training and professional development
activity in the field takes place in confer-
ences or one-day workshops on particular
topics.

As in the larger child care and youth-
serving fields, turnover of front-line staff in
after-school programs is both high—per-
haps 40% or more each year—and quite
variable from program to program.20

Turnover can and does occur at any time
during the year, often unexpectedly; and it
is not uncommon for programs to have
staff vacancies for long periods of time.
This pattern spawns new problems. It multi-
plies the stress on remaining staff and occa-
sionally throws programs into chaos; it may
also force the hiring of people who would
not ordinarily be selected. Staffing issues are
ameliorated slightly by the growing use of
work-study students and community service
volunteers, some who receive a stipend and
others who are not compensated. Tasks for
volunteers include tutoring, homework
help, reading with children, or escorting
children safely to and from programs.
Program directors appreciate the help of
volunteers in assuring more individual atten-
tion to children in a field that is too thinly
staffed, but they also worry about the mis-
perception that after-school programs can
be grown and strengthened simply through
“volunteerism.”

Financing
Most quality problems in after-school pro-
grams can be attributed in one way or
another to inadequate financing. There is
now growing evidence that the majority of
early childhood child care in the United
states is “poor to mediocre,” due primarily
(though not solely) to inadequate financ-
ing.8 And however inadequately financed,
child care is in a much stronger position
than after-school programs. That is illus-
trated in another substudy conducted by the
author and colleagues as part of the MOST
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evaluation, which collected and analyzed
information on costs, revenues, and expen-
ditures from a sample of close to 60 pro-
grams in community-based agencies
(including a handful of school-based,
though not school-run, programs) serving
low-income neighborhoods in Boston,
Chicago, and Seattle.21

In brief, the study found that the full
cost of a year-round, five-day-a-week after-
school program was typically about $80 a
week (or $4,000 a year), including contri-
butions of administrative and volunteer
time and subsidized space. The cost fell to
about $60 a week ($2,500 to $3,000 a year)
when donated contributions were not
included. Those costs are based on front-
line worker salaries that average $7 per
hour. When programs used specialists for
arts or sports activities, costs increased
accordingly. In contrast to costs, revenues in
the programs sampled, though varying
enormously from program to program,
averaged about $30 to $40 a week per child
(or $1,500 to $2,000 a year). In other words,
revenues typically covered one-half to two-
thirds of costs.

The number of revenue sources (see
Table 2) and percentages of revenue deriv-
ing from different sources varied widely
among programs. The majority of pro-
grams had three or four sources, some as
many as eight or nine. Parent fees typically
provided between 15% and 20% of rev-
enue. This stands in stark contrast to after-
school programs serving more advantaged
children, where parent fees provided 70%
to 80% of revenue.22 Among the minority
of programs that had revenue from public
child care subsidies (either contracts or
vouchers), those constituted anywhere from
10% to 90% of total revenue.23 Other
common public sources of funding included
the Department of Justice, federal and state
Department of Education, and the Child
and Adult Care Food Program. All told,
public funding from different sources pro-
vided about 40% to 50% of total revenue for
programs in this study.

How did some programs cover the gap
between revenue from public subsidies,
other public sources and parent fees, and
the cost of providing services? United Way,
foundation and corporate grants, and pro-

gram fundraising closed the gap a bit.24

There were scores of idiosyncratic funding
sources, directed to specific categories of
programs or even individual programs.
Many programs were “subsidized,” in some
instances heavily, by in-kind contributions
and the widespread practice of running a
deficit. Programs rented space at below-
market rates or used it for free; they paid less
than their share of utilities; and they used
volunteers or work study students. Church-
run programs subsidized programs with
financial and human resources from their

congregations. In large, multiservice agen-
cies, the costs of after-school programs were
partly covered by the revenue from other
programs that were relatively better
funded. A few agencies (including YMCAs)
supported services for low-income children
using fees paid by more advantaged fami-
lies. Many programs were flexible with par-
ents who owed tuition, and refrained from
sending their “accounts receivable” to a
collection agency. Ironically, staff turnover
also helped to alleviate budget and cash
flow problems, although at the expense of
the mental and physical health of remain-
ing staff.

Issues for the Future
The after-school program field is at an
important juncture. There is a large base of
providers in thousands of low-income com-
munities, some strong, some barely surviving
from year to year. After-school program
providers are organizing networks and pro-
fessional associations through which they are
beginning to act as a common enterprise. At
the same time, as the field moves toward
greater recognition and perhaps more solid
ground, it will be challenged to reach more
low-income children, strengthen programs
and staffing, and ensure more adequate
funding. More complex, but equally crucial,
is the challenge of establishing a distinct,
coherent, and yet flexible identity for a field
that resides at the intersection of so many
institutional systems. The next section of this
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article examines these four challenges and
identifies both options and tensions that may
lie ahead.

Increasing Coverage
Given the current modest level of pro-
gram coverage, one immediate priority
for after-school programs is to expand
capacity to serve low-income children.
The question of how best to distribute
new supply, in terms of location and type
of institution, bears careful consideration.
Most existing community-based programs
have little room for growth, due to facility
constraints, administrative limitations,
and “natural” limits. After-school pro-
grams lose their intimate, family-like qual-
ity beyond a certain size. The bulk of
expansion will therefore have to occur
through new programs and sites, a more
expensive proposition.

Increasingly, schools are being looked
to as an important base for growth.
Schools certainly offer a logical and cost-
efficient means of reaching greater num-
bers of children. But historically it has
proven difficult for many school personnel
to grasp the nonacademic purposes
and child-centered character of after-
school programs. Moreover, a school-based
growth strategy ignores the importance of
a strong infrastructure of community-
based supports in low-income neighbor-

hoods, supports that are “close to home”
physically, socially, and psychologically. In
general, the principle shaping growth
should be to acknowledge and support the
current diversity of sponsors and program
types, to assure children and families a
measure of choice.

Strengthening Programs
The second critical task is to address prob-
lems of program quality. Like increasing
coverage, this task is multifaceted and will
also require support for diverse provider
types, community conditions and priorities,
and staffing arrangements. Some quality-
improvement tools are more powerful than
others. Licensing, currently the major tool
for trying to influence program quality, is
helpful for establishing minimum stan-
dards, but it has only modest influence on
many factors that underlie program quality.
Accreditation is a somewhat more powerful
tool, especially when it is tied to financial
incentives. The National School-Age Care
Alliance has recently published a set of stan-
dards for quality after-school programming,
intended to serve as a framework for accred-
itation in this field.25 But the process of
preparing for accreditation requires a level
of program stability and resources that is
often lacking in after-school programs. Most
immediately useful for strengthening pro-
grams, in this author’s view, would be an
expanded network of three kinds of sup-
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Sources of Revenue Typical Expenses

Parent fees (often on sliding scales) Staff salaries
Government child care subsidy funding Fringe benefits
Grants from federal, state,and local governments Stipends for volunteers, tutors

Department of Education Hourly fees for specialists 
21st Century Community Learning Centers (art or dance teachers)
Drug-Free Schools Rent and utilities
Title I Compensatory Education Liability insurance

Department of Justice, Safe Futures Program Transportation for children
Social Services Block Grant Food for snacks
Community Development Block Grant Supplies and equipment

Local school systems, park districts
United Way agencies, philanthropy
In-kind contributions (low rent, volunteers)

Source: Information gathered by author for the evaluation of the MOST Initiative.

Table 2

Revenue Sources and Costs Included in After-School
Program Budgets



porting institutions—those that provide cur-
ricular resources, those that provide special-
ists for arts and sports activities, and most
critically those that provide long-term train-
ing and technical assistance relationships
with individual programs.

Strengthening programs also will mean
stabilizing staffing and providing more
ongoing, week-in, week-out support for
front-line staff. It will be important to put
aside the dream of professionalization and
acknowledge that in the foreseeable future
most staff will continue to be paraprofes-
sionals, and many of those will be young
adults not likely to stay long in one place.
Training strategies will have to be practice-
oriented, when possible site-based, and offer
reimbursement as an incentive for participa-
tion. More broadly, there is a need in this
field to clarify responsibility for professional
development. To some extent, resolving this
issue awaits further definition of the field
itself, and the creation of a coherent knowl-
edge base from the constituent elements of
child development, child care, education,
recreation, social group work, and expres-
sive arts. In the interim, someone has to con-
vene stakeholders in each city (for example,
community colleges, child care resource and
referral agencies, large and small providers)
to discuss an appropriate allocation of
responsibilities for training in the school-age
field.

Expanding Funding
There is an obvious need for substantially
more funding for after-school programs.
Programs can neither increase their cover-
age nor strengthen their quality without
additional funding. An aide to Boston’s
mayor, charged with developing a new after-
school initiative, described the prevailing
funding situation for most community-
based programs as a “travesty. They have to
beg and plead to survive; they have to go
after these little pots of money from many,
many different sources. And they have no sus-
tainable funding base. . . .” But who should
provide new funding and how should it be
provided? As noted earlier, parents in low-
income communities clearly cannot pay
more than a modest share of the cost of
after-school programs for their children.
United Way, and foundation and corpo-
rate funding, also are capable of supporting
only a modest percentage of the total cost.

That implies a need for much greater public
funding for after-school programs that
could come from a shift of funds away from
specialized treatment-oriented services or
from a moderate expansion of existing lines
of program funding. For instance, funds
from the child care, social service, and com-
munity development block grants could be
combined, and greater use could be made
of flexible educational funding, such as
Title I.

As much as possible, new funding should
be structured to allow flexibility at the city,
community, and program levels. That
implies not restricting funds to particular
types of agencies. (For instance, only schools
can receive grants for 21st Century
Community Learning Centers from the U.S.
Department of Education.) Mechanisms
also have to be created for pooling funds
from different sources and for collaborative
planning and priority setting. In a handful of
cities, networks, collaboratives, or partner-
ships are emerging that seek to strengthen
and bring more coherence to the disparate
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organizations and activities that make up the
after-school system. These do not strive to
govern after-school programs in their respec-
tive cities as much as they seek to smooth the
field out a bit. They periodically bring stake-
holders together to share information, coor-
dinate activities, forge new links, and do joint
planning. They occasionally seek funds for a
project or are asked to manage a special
grant. Citywide collaboratives offer notable
potential to advocate for greater funding
and more sensible funding approaches for
the after-school program field.

Articulating a Role for 
After-School Programs
Perhaps the most basic challenge facing the
field of after-school programs for low-
income children is that of articulating a rea-
sonable purpose and role in children’s lives.

This will require balancing sensitivity to the
common developmental needs of all chil-
dren and the distinct needs resulting from
the distinct circumstances of low-income
children’s lives. It will also require balanc-
ing what adults want children’s daily lives to
be about, and what children themselves
want.

Currently, after-school programs serving
low-income children face increasing pres-
sure to play a role in helping those children
acquire basic literacy skills and achieve
school success. Yet low- and moderate-
income children should have the same
opportunities as their more advantaged
peers: first, to feel and be safe; second, to
have some social and physical space of
their own in which to develop their own
thoughts, explore feelings, learn friend-
ship, and learn how to handle interper-
sonal conflict; and third, to explore
interests, and to test and nurture special
abilities in arts, sports, or other areas.
Moreover, individual children vary—some
need and thrive on a variety of activities;
others need more time to relax, and respite
from pressures elsewhere.

There are two lines of thought behind
the pressure for after-school programs to
play a greater “academic” role. One sees
the issue as a need for more learning time;
the other sees it as the need for new
approaches to fostering learning. Some
argue as well for greater continuity between
children’s school and nonschool hours,
softened by a broader view of learning as a
process going on all the time in a variety of
ways. There is logic to considering chil-
dren’s days as a whole, asking how the
pieces ought to complement each other.
For example, in France, schools in a few
municipalities are experimenting with a
break for recreation and play for children
during the early afternoon hours, with
school resuming at 3:30 P.M. for two or three
hours. The idea is to create a day that mixes
formal learning, informal learning, and
play in a way that more naturally follows
children’s biological rhythms.26 But there is
also substantial danger that any broader
vision of learning or children’s time use will
be quickly forgotten by school-based pro-
gram designers.

The debate implicit in different visions of
the purpose and role of after-school pro-
grams has roots in the deep American
ambivalence about unsupervised play and
“wasted” time, which is compounded for
low-income children by a variety of child-
saving and compensatory instincts. This
ambivalence can be seen in the fact that
growing numbers of schools around the
country are reducing or eliminating recess,
in spite of evidence that children are more
attentive in class when they have chances
during the day to let off steam.27 Far from
being recognized for its role in develop-
ment, time spent playing and hanging out
with friends is described as aimless or idle.28

A temporal perspective, and in particular
the notion of time as a scarce commodity
requiring careful husbanding, appears to
this author to be a projection of adult wishes,
concerns, and feelings about their own lives
onto childhood.

Conclusion
One of the many pernicious effects of
poverty in the United States is the pressure
it places on each individual institution in
children’s lives to be and to do more than
is reasonable. It also subtly turns those
institutions against each other: Schools feel
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that parents are not meeting their obliga-
tions; parents feel that schools are not
meeting theirs. After-school program
providers may also be feeling besieged.
They too sometimes feel that they have
become an institution of both first and last
resort for too many children and that
nobody cares about the children they serve
but them.

The truth is that, for different reasons,
none of the key institutions in poor chil-
dren’s lives has the wherewithal to compen-
sate for the social neglect those children
experience. Each institution is, to some
extent, caught up in the web of that neglect.
Yet it is also true that different children get
what they need from different developmen-
tal resources. For some children, the quali-
ties of after-school programs may indeed
make them a critical developmental
resource. The programs provide resources
and relationships that are distinct from and
complementary to those provided by both
family and school. They are neither distant

nor intimate; rather, they are in-between.
And they typically integrate the values and
priorities of the larger society with those of
children’s immediate community.

It is dangerous to argue that participa-
tion in after-school programs can or should
nurture the basic skills, sense of worth, com-
petence, and acceptance that family and
school are primarily responsible for nurtur-
ing and that are so powerfully influenced as
well by the “master settings” of class, race,
and ethnicity. Their own natural task—to
create spaces in which children are neither
too little nor too much on their own—is dif-
ficult enough. The trick in after-school pro-
grams seems to be to deliberately design
developmental settings that balance safety, a
measure of supervision, and spaces that chil-
dren, especially those eight or nine years of
age and up, can feel that they own. It will be
difficult for school-age programs to create
the psychological space children need if
there is too much pressure to serve
instrumental purposes.
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Where Need Meets
Opportunity: Youth
Development Programs
for Early Teens
Jane Quinn

Abstract

Early adolescence is a time of burgeoning independence, autonomy, and focus on
peers. It is also a time when individual interests, skills, and preferences become salient
to young people. Not surprisingly, out-of-school programs designed to capture the
interest of early teens are diverse in focus and varied in structure, ranging from sports
teams to drop-in recreation centers, from museum apprenticeships to mentoring rela-
tionships between an individual teen and an adult. This article describes the array of
various organizations that offer programs and services for youths in their early teens.
It explains the philosophy of positive youth development that has emerged as a unify-
ing theme in this long-standing but newly self-conscious field. Principles of best prac-
tice are reviewed, as are five key implementation challenges: increasing participation
by youths; expanding access to programs, especially in low-income communities;
improving funding; evaluating program effectiveness; and coordination with other
youth services. The article closes with a discussion anticipating the new opportunities
that accompany the attention and funding now going toward positive youth develop-
ment programs that enrich the lives of young people through informal learning.

As children move into early adolescence (roughly ages 10 to 15),
developmental changes in their interests and abilities leave many of
them unwilling to attend the kinds of programs that might have

attracted them at earlier ages. Because out-of-school activities are voluntary,
young people can and do “vote with their feet.” They willingly participate in
programs they find attractive and responsive to their needs, and because of
this, a growing chorus of voices has been calling for the creation of more
such efforts.

In a rare consensus among experts, a variety of youth development
“think tanks”—including the Academy for Educational Development,
Chapin Hall Center for Children, International Youth Foundation,
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Public/Private Ventures, and the Search Institute (which now encompasses
the pioneering Center for Early Adolescence)—have described the devel-
opmental needs of youths and have articulated how communities can
ensure that their youths have opportunities to be safe, develop competence,
and forge positive relationships with adults and peers.

Opinion polls reveal that the public is concerned about the nation’s
young people and supports programs that help schools and families provide
the guidance that young adolescents need. For example, a 1998 poll
revealed that 93% of parents and nonparents support expansion of after-
school activities and more than 80% said they would be willing to have tax
dollars used for this purpose.1 Similarly, a wide majority of individuals sur-
veyed recently by Public Agenda expressed worry that American society does
not offer enough constructive activities or meaningful roles to its young
people, and 60% said they viewed after-school programs as an effective way
to help young people.2

Parents insist that they want their children involved in constructive and
engaging community programs when school is out, as a recent survey con-
ducted by the U.S. Department of Education shows. The majority of parents
want their children to attend after-school programs, and most believe the
programs should focus on educational enrichment, such as computer clubs,
arts classes, music courses, and community service.3

Young people themselves report similar views about what they want and
need from programs during the nonschool hours. In a series of focus
groups held near Washington, D.C.,4 young people explained that they want
constructive activities to engage their bodies, hearts, and minds during the
time they are not in school. They want very much to prepare for their
futures. They want safe places to go, grow, learn, work, and “just hang out.”
They want structure balanced with choice. They want a voice in determin-
ing the programs, services, and opportunities. They want to learn and prac-
tice new skills. They want to spend more quality time with caring adults and
with other young people. They want to contribute to the work of the larger
society. And—yes—they want to have fun.

The harmony between what young people need to grow toward pro-
ductive adulthood and what they want to do during their free time
represents a substantial opportunity for program planners, funders, policy-
makers, parents, and young people. Building on a study of community-
based youth development programs for young adolescents undertaken by
the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development in the early 1990s,5
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Mapping the Universe of
Youth Development
Programs
According to the National Center for
Charitable Statistics, about 17,000 youth
development organizations were active in
the United States in 1990.6 There is no stan-
dard definition of a youth development pro-
gram, as a diverse array of out-of-school
activities, programs, and organizations
(largely private and voluntary) combine to
form the youth development sector. Some
programs are affiliated with national youth-
serving organizations; others are sponsored
by public institutions or agencies, including
parks and recreation departments, libraries,
schools, and police. Some are operated by
private organizations with broad mandates
such as religious groups, museums, and
civic organizations, while others are run by
freestanding grass roots community-based
organizations.

Adopting the framework used by the
Carnegie Council on Adolescent Develop-
ment, this article organizes programs by
institutional auspices, then looks across pro-
grams to identify commonalities and differ-
ences that exist independent of auspice. For
instance, programs in each category vary in
their goals and content (sports, academic
enrichment, vocational guidance, or com-
munity service).

They also vary in structure. Some offer a
facility where youths can gather; others link
youths to a mentor or troop that can meet
anywhere. Some programs focus on a single
activity—for example, sports or the arts—
while others offer a broad array of choices
to youth participants. Many groups that
once thought of themselves as providing
recreation have come to define their service
as “informal education” or youth develop-
ment. Programmatic substance is at issue,
not just semantics. Past recreation pro-
grams saw their purpose as providing fun

and preventing harm, but today youth
development programs are more inten-
tional about teaching young people new
knowledge and allowing them to practice
useful life skills.

What distinguishes youth development
programs from the vast array of ameliorative
services is their emphasis on supporting the
normal socialization and healthy develop-
ment of young people. If the entire spec-
trum of youth services can be thought of as
a continuum, youth development services
would be at one end and social control or
incarceration would be at the other. In
between these ends of the continuum
would fall primary prevention (of problems
such as substance abuse, adolescent preg-
nancy, juvenile crime, and the like); short-
term intervention; and long-term treatment.
While some youth development organiza-
tions may offer some prevention and inter-
vention programs, their focus is on
promoting normal development; providing
environments and relationships that nur-
ture and challenge young people; building
their competencies; and treating them as
resources.

Who Provides Programs for Early
Teens?
Youth development programs for early teens
are provided by a wide variety of groups,
both private and public. The common over-
arching purpose sketched out in the previ-
ous paragraph belies the diversity of auspices
and offerings. The following approach is
one way of categorizing and analyzing the
major providers.

National Youth-Serving Organizations
National youth-serving organizations repre-
sent the largest single category of youth
development programs for early teens.
These long-standing programs are familiar
throughout the nation, and include 4-H,
Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Boys and Girls
Clubs, YMCA, YWCA, Girls Incorporated,

this article describes the diverse array of programs for young teens—from
Girl Scouts and Little League to museums and mentoring programs—and
it examines the philosophy of positive youth development that increasingly
informs program offerings for young people. It also identifies critical issues
of program implementation that confront this rapidly growing field, and
reviews emerging evaluation findings that suggest the impacts that well-
implemented programs can have on the lives and behaviors of participants.
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Camp Fire, Big Brothers/Big Sisters,
and Junior Achievement. The National
Collaboration for Youth, an interagency
council of the nation’s 25 major youth-serv-
ing organizations, notes that its member
agencies serve more than 30 million young
people each year,7 making this system
second only to the public schools in the
number of youths served annually. Indeed,
nearly 50% of eighth graders in the nation-
ally representative sample surveyed by the
U.S. Department of Education reported
participation in programs sponsored by one
of these groups.8 Most of these agencies
serve youths in the age range from 5 to 18,
with much of their membership clustering
around the early adolescent years.

The programs offered by national youth-
serving organizations share a number of
common features. For instance, most hold a
commitment to promoting prosocial values
and building a variety of life skills (such as
leadership, problem solving, and decision
making), and most rely on small groups and
trained leaders, both paid and volunteer, for
program delivery. Most adopt a pedagogy
that involves hands-on education, coopera-
tive learning, and age-appropriate program-
ming strategies.

Key differences also separate the pro-
grams provided by the national groups. For
instance, some organizations (Y’s, Boys and
Girls Clubs, Girls Incorporated centers) run
programs in their own facilities, while others
(Scouts, Camp Fire, 4-H) operate through
troops or groups that can meet in schools,
churches and synagogues, community cen-
ters, even private homes. The structure of
the Big Brothers/Big Sisters and other men-
toring programs is a professionally super-
vised one-to-one match between an adult
volunteer and a young person.

The troop and mentoring programs
rely primarily on volunteers who work
directly with young people. In contrast,
the facility-based programs more often
use paid staff, supplemented by volun-
teers, to deliver the majority of their ser-
vices. Programs organized around troops
tend to meet once a week for one or two
hours, while facility-based organizations
usually offer programming for 20 to 40
hours per week, although not all youths
participate in the full array of offerings at

these sites. Mentors and youths often
determine themselves how often and how
long to get together, as long as a minimal
level of contact is maintained.9

Some organizations offer a comprehen-
sive array of youth development programs
designed to address the needs of the “whole
child,” while others emphasize specific kinds
of knowledge and skills. For example, the
traditional Junior Achievement program
teaches entrepreneurship skills as small
groups of young people work with adult vol-
unteer leaders from the corporate commu-
nity to design and implement their own

small businesses. In contrast, the core pro-
gram of Girls Incorporated encompasses six
areas: careers and life planning, health and
sexuality, leadership and community action,
sports and adventure, self-reliance and life
skills, and culture and heritage.

National youth organizations also vary on
the amount of autonomy offered to local
affiliates to shape program content. At one
end of this continuum (the “top-down”
approach) are the scouting organizations,
which provide a well-developed national
program with handbooks, uniforms, badges,
and management guidelines. Using the
“bottom-up” approach are the YMCA and
YWCA, which provide few nationally devel-
oped programs and encourage local varia-
tion in service offerings. Other options
balance national guidance with local auton-
omy. For example, the national offices of
both Boys and Girls Clubs and Girls
Incorporated develop core programs, which
they encourage affiliates to adopt by offering
training, recognition, and incentives that
may include pass-through funds.

The demographic profile of youth par-
ticipants, in terms of socioeconomic status,
and racial and ethnic background, differs
markedly among these organizations. For
example, Boys and Girls Clubs and Girls
Incorporated serve high percentages of low-

The nation’s 25 major youth-serving 
organizations serve more than 30 million
young people each year, making this system
second only to the public schools.
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income and minority youths, while the
scouting organizations tend to underserve
these groups.10 Surprisingly, some organiza-
tions have not determined the demograph-
ics of their current service populations—at
least on the national level.

Programs Sponsored by Public
Agencies
The division between private and public is
not clear cut in the youth development
sector. Although the major national youth
organizations (with the exception of 4-H)
are private, nonprofit organizations, many
receive public dollars through federal, state,
and local funding streams. Nonetheless, it is
useful to consider public-sector sponsorship

as distinct from private sponsorship and sep-
arate from the public funding provided to
privately organized programs. Two public-
sector institutions stand out as offering sub-
stantial youth development programming
for young adolescents—public libraries, and
parks or recreation systems.11

The ubiquity of these services makes
them especially important as society con-
siders how to expand the reach of pro-
grams that support normal, healthy youth
development. Nearly every neighbor-
hood—or at least community—has a public
library and a park or recreation center. And
the broad public mandate to provide these
services (including facilities, trained staff,
equipment, and programs) ensures their
stability, at least relative to privately sup-
ported services.

Young people represent at least half of
all public library users,12 who turn to libraries
not only for their books but also because
they provide safe havens in troubled neigh-
borhoods and a rich array of new technol-
ogy, including computers and CD-ROMs.
Whether they go on their own or as a result
of parental urging, young adolescents

increasingly use their public libraries as a
favorite after-school venue for study, leisure
reading, computer use, hanging out, and
special projects. This phenomenon has not
gone unnoticed by librarians. During the
late 1980s, the American Library Association
issued guidelines encouraging local libraries
to develop responsive policies and programs
to address the needs of “latchkey children,”13

and the association is currently updating
these guidelines because of the salience of
this issue to library service planners.
(See Box 1.)

Like public libraries, parks and recreation
services exist in nearly every locale, providing
facilities (community centers, parks, pools,
athletic fields, golf courses, playgrounds,
tennis courts, outdoor nature centers) as
well as programs (teams, leagues, sports
instruction, arts and crafts, games, dance,
drama, social recreation, special events).
Although they are open to the entire com-
munity, these services are frequented pri-
marily by children and youths.14 Over the
past two decades, however, public funding
for parks and recreation services has
been cut dramatically—despite govern-
ment reports noting the benefits of
youth participation in community recre-
ation programs.15

At the same time, other parks and recre-
ation departments have expanded services
for youths in innovative ways. An excellent
example is the Chicago Parks Department,
which identified a community need for after-
school programs and then established 40
new programs serving 4,500 children annu-
ally. In Arizona, the Phoenix Parks,
Recreation, and Library Department pro-
vides ongoing sports and recreation activi-
ties, and actively involves young adolescents
in planning its City Streets program, with
teen rap sessions, career and health fairs,
teen councils, drug education, dance pro-
grams, modeling, cooking, Nintendo tour-
naments, DJ lessons, talent shows, fashion
shows, and teen festivals. The Parks and
Recreation Department in Portland,
Oregon, plays a lead role in that city’s youth
development infrastructure, working to
ensure that all young people have access
to constructive out-of-school activities.
Foundations are participating in new public-
private partnerships in Detroit and San
Francisco that seek to rebuild municipal

Young people represent at least half of all
public library users, who turn to libraries
not only for their books but also because 
they provide safe havens in troubled 
neighborhoods.
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youth sports and recreation programs. In all
of these instances, strong leadership at the
municipal level, in the mayor’s office, and in
the recreation department itself has played
an important role.

Youth Sports Organizations
Sports organizations and sports programs
are popular with young people, whether
they are affiliated with national organiza-
tions such as the American Youth Soccer
Organization or the Little League, or run
in a more informal way by local parks
departments or community organizations.
The 1988 national study of eighth graders
mentioned earlier indicated that about
45% of boys and 30% of girls participate in
out-of-school team sports, many participat-
ing in more than one sport.8 In general,
sports activities are coached by volunteer
leaders with little training in either their
specific sport or in principles of youth
development.16

The popularity of sports among American
youths suggests that such programs have
untapped potential to promote positive
youth development and to engage even
greater numbers of young adolescents. A
national study conducted in 1989 revealed
that youth participation in sports programs

peaks at age 10 and declines steadily
throughout adolescence. Both boys and girls
reported that their motivation to participate
in sports was to have fun, learn skills,
become fit, and compete. In explaining why
they dropped out of programs, they usually
stated that they were no longer having fun
or had lost interest. Many youths indicated
they would return if improvements were
made in coaching, scheduling, organization,
and programming.17

Broad-Based Private Organizations
When the French social commentator
Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United
States in the early 1800s, he made the obser-
vation that “Americans of all ages, all condi-
tions and all dispositions constantly form
associations.” Although some observers
lament the apparent decline in this propen-
sity, America still offers a dazzling array of
organizations, associations, clubs, and social
communities, many of which provide pro-
grams and services for young people.
Included in this category are religious
organizations; adult service clubs, such as
Rotary or Kiwanis; intergenerational pro-
grams offered by various sponsors; and pri-
vate or quasi-private community institutions,
including museums.

Religious youth programs attract the partici-

Model Youth Programs in Libraries

Many of the country’s 15,000 local libraries—including systems in Baltimore,
Chicago, San Diego, and Seattle—have created model youth programs that offer
a rich array of appealing services, including book clubs, access to technology,
homework clinics, internships, summer jobs, and volunteer opportunities for
older youth. High-quality library programs involve young people and their parents
in program design, they forge partnerships with other community organizations,
and they combine strong leadership with trained staff and developmentally appro-
priate activities.

The American Library Association has established a recognition program to
identify model youth programs conducted by local libraries and has described
those in monographs disseminated nationwide in 1994 and 1997. Building on
that knowledge and a national survey of youth services in public libraries, the
DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund launched a new grantmaking program in
1998 called Public Libraries as Partners in Youth Development to support enhanced
models of youth programming in public libraries across the country, especially in
low-income communities.

Source: Chelton, M.K., ed. Excellence in library services to young adults: The nation’s top programs. Chicago: American
Library Association, Young Adult Library Services Association, 1994 and 1997.

Box 1



pation of one-third to one-half of American
youths, according to the results of surveys.
Specific estimates vary because, with few
exceptions, religious youth programs are
uncertain about the numbers of youths they
serve. Religious youth leaders report notice-
ably higher participation among 10- to 15-
year-olds than among older teens,
estimating that 50% to 75% of youth mem-
bers are under the age of 15. Age-related
rites of passage, such as Confirmation and
Bar/Bat Mitzvahs, play an important role

in maintaining young adolescents’ interest
in religious participation. Patterns of partici-
pation differ across religious denomina-
tions, reflecting in part the varying financial
support and leadership emphasis given to
work with youths.18

Regardless of denominational auspice,
however, religious youth organizations gen-
erally seek to foster moral development and
promote young people’s social and emo-
tional growth. About 80% of the programs
are led by adult volunteers and usually offer
a mix of small groups of same-age peers,
formal instruction, worship services that may
be conducted by young people, special
events such as retreats and camps, youth
leadership councils, and community service
projects.18

America’s vast network of adult service
clubs—including the Association of Junior
Leagues, Kiwanis, Rotary, and adult frater-
nities and sororities—support programs
for young people. Some sponsor “junior”
chapters of the adult groups—for example,
the Interact Clubs of Rotary International,
the Squires program of the Knights of
Columbus, the Key and Builders Clubs of
Kiwanis International. Others develop
structured national programs that bring
their adult members into regular contact
with teenagers, such as the Teen Outreach
Program developed by the Association of

Junior Leagues. Still others support local
youth groups financially, by sponsoring
sports teams or college scholarships, by
providing equipment or recognition
awards, or by holding career fairs or other
events.19

Adults’ concerns about young people are
beginning to be addressed in a structured
way through intergenerational programs spon-
sored by such well-known groups as the
American Association of Retired Persons
and by newer groups like Civic Ventures.
These programs link youths with older
adults in one-to-one and small-group rela-
tionships, often with an educational focus.
Proponents of this concept have made elo-
quent written policy arguments about the
need for such programs and about ways
to expand them.20 For instance, the
Experience Corps recruits and trains older
adults to work with young people in ele-
mentary school literacy programs and in
out-of-school settings such as youth organi-
zations and public libraries. Explicitly tied to
the Corporation for National Service, this
innovation stands a good chance of becom-
ing widespread if its pilot phase proves to be
successful.

Museums represent an important sector
of the informal education community, pro-
viding an avenue for many young people to
learn firsthand about art, history, science,
and diverse cultures. Although museums
have traditionally attracted young people
through occasional school field trips and
fee-for-service courses, some museums have
now initiated programs built on principles of
best youth work practice. One example is
YouthALIVE! (Youth Achievement through
Learning, Involvement, Volunteering, and
Employment), coordinated by the Associa-
tion of Science-Technology Centers in coop-
eration with the Association of Youth
Museums. Since 1991, this national program
has helped some 60 local youth museums
and science centers offer young adolescents
intensive hands-on educational enrichment
and work-based learning. During the pro-
gram’s first three years of implementation,
more than two-thirds of the participants in
YouthALIVE! were African American and
more than half were girls (two groups who
are often underrepresented in other
museum programs).21
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Programs that are designed to foster youth
development build on the strengths of 
young people, recognizing their need for 
both ongoing support and challenging 
opportunities.



Independent Youth Organizations
Grass roots youth organizations play an
important role in many American commu-
nities, although they have seldom been
counted or studied explicitly. An
exploratory study of independent youth
organizations conducted in 1991 by the
Carnegie Council22 concluded that these
groups did a particularly good job of reach-
ing low-income adolescents. More than half
of the programs studied defined their pri-
mary role as enhancing youth development.
With fragile funding, individual programs
often focus on a limited number of services.
As a group, however, grass roots youth orga-
nizations offer a wide array of services that
may include life-skills training, substance-
abuse education, counseling, crisis interven-
tion, community service, academic tutoring,
communications skills, peer counseling, sex
education, job readiness and career aware-
ness, health education, physical fitness and
sports, arts programs, and safe havens.
While these youth groups are hard to cate-
gorize and highly idiosyncratic, they are
potentially powerful resources that can con-
tribute to the healthy development of young
people, especially those living in high-risk
environments.23,24

Best Practices in Positive
Youth Development
Social-science theory and research findings
have identified the basic developmental
needs that all young adolescents strive to
meet as they grow and mature. (See the arti-
cle by Eccles in this journal issue.) A healthy
transition to adulthood results from a com-
plex process throughout childhood and
adolescence. Current theory suggests that
young adolescents need opportunities for
physical activity, development of compe-
tence and achievement, self-definition, cre-
ative expression, positive social interaction
with peers and adults, a sense of structure
and clear limits, and meaningful participa-
tion in authentic work.25 Experts and inter-
mediary organizations active in the
youth-serving field have translated these
insights into a conceptualization of positive
youth development, from which practical
guidance for program leaders and staff can
be derived.

Positive youth development refers to an
ongoing growth process in which all youths

endeavor to meet their basic needs for
safety, caring relationships, and connections
to the larger community while striving to
build academic, vocational, personal, and
social skills.26 Programs that are designed to
foster youth development build on the
strengths of young people, recognizing
their need for both ongoing support and
challenging opportunities. They stand in
contrast to programs that attempt to “fix”
young people by addressing particular prob-
lem behaviors such as school dropout, early
pregnancy, or substance abuse. Youth devel-
opment programs may seek to prevent
problems, but by their nature they have a
broader focus, recognizing that—in the
words of one leader—problem-free is not
fully prepared.

Youth development experts have increas-
ingly paid attention to the ways in which the
community environment can protect young
people against negative choices and support
their healthy development in such areas as
educational success, interpersonal strength,
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and emotional well-being.26 Using an “asset-
based” approach to youth development, some
organizations work with community members
and leaders to assess and strengthen available
supports and opportunities for youths. One
organization has listed 40 assets needed by
youths to develop social competencies, posi-
tive values, and commitment to learning; and
it has developed methods to survey youths,
parents, and professionals to document the
degree to which individual communities offer
those assets.27 Another initiative focuses on
helping communities ensure that their youths

have safe places to gather, good relationships
with peers and adults, opportunities to learn
and practice skills, constructive activities
during “gap periods” (for example, non-
school hours or the transition from elemen-
tary school to middle school), as well as
supports that endure throughout the adoles-
cent years.28

A community assessment is likely to focus
the attention of local leaders on the avail-
ability and quality of programs that support
youth development. But do existing pro-
grams indeed offer positive experiences to
youths? Two recent studies have confirmed
that good youth development programs
operate in ways that are consistent with solid
developmental theory. Public/Private
Ventures examined participation patterns
and program delivery in 15 local organiza-
tions that were affiliated with national youth
programs—Boys and Girls Clubs, Girls
Incorporated, and the YMCA. In each case,
five local programs were chosen for analysis
because they were well implemented and
applied a youth development philosophy to
their work. Overall, although the assessment
did not examine youth outcomes directly,
the researchers concluded that these facility-
based programs offered activities that were
attractive to young people, fostered their
healthy development, and elicited participa-
tion at a level significant enough to make a
positive difference in the lives of many
youths.29

Another study of community youth pro-
grams used ethnographic methods to learn
more about those programs which, accord-
ing to local youths, provided the most
effective and comfortable learning environ-
ments.23 The study was carried out in 30
regions of the United States and involved
more than 120 local organizations that
worked with more than 30,000 young
people over the past decade. Some were
nationally affiliated groups such as Y’s and
Boys and Girls Clubs; others were grass roots
groups. The programming in these organi-
zations tended to focus on community ser-
vice, athletics linked to academics, or the arts.
As participant-observers, the researchers
studied the organizations that were popular
with young people and identified princi-
ples of best youth work practice. They dis-
covered that within these particular
programs, youths (1) were offered rich learn-
ing experiences, (2) relished their active
engagement in problem solving and decision
making, (3) were treated as resources and
felt needed, and (4) found opportunities to
develop positive relationships with adults
and peers.

Principles of best practice provide gen-
eral guidelines rather than a specific blue-
print for program design. But these
principles, in combination with solid pro-
gram examples, can help practitioners move
from idea to action. Good program models
abound, but several issues seem to stand in
the way of widespread implementation. The
next section will examine several of these
challenges.

Issues in Program
Implementation
Even the most sophisticated program plan-
ners face real challenges in their efforts to
develop or expand effective programs for
young adolescents. These include making
programs attractive and relevant to the target
audience (participation issues), increasing
access for youths in low-income communi-
ties, securing adequate financial resources,
developing realistic ways to measure effec-
tiveness, and coordinating efforts with other
youth-supportive services, including schools.

Issue 1: Participation
Participation in youth development pro-
grams (religious youth programs, sports

A community assessment is likely to focus the
attention of local leaders on the availability
and quality of programs that support youth
development.
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programs, Scouts, Ys, 4-H, Camp Fire, and
others) tends to drop off during early ado-
lescence. The explanation for this phenom-
enon is probably multifaceted. Existing
programs may not meet the developmental
needs or interests of young teens; adoles-
cents have more choice than younger chil-
dren about how to spend their free time;
and adult leaders may be more comfortable
with younger children and so develop pro-
grams more suited to their interests.

Despite the well-documented trend of
declining participation among early adoles-
cents, some organizations have developed
successful approaches for attracting and
retaining young teens in their programs.
These approaches were distilled by the
Carnegie study into “principles of best prac-
tice” for youth development programs serv-
ing young adolescents. (See Box 2.) When
young people describe what they like best
about participating in out-of-school youth
activities, they often cite “fun and friends”
and “voice and choice.” These ideas are
reflected in the principles of best practice
drawn from effective real-world programs.

Several other factors—including income,
gender, and race—influence who joins
youth development programs. (See Figure
1.) The national survey of eighth graders in
1988 mentioned earlier revealed that boys
and girls were equally likely to participate in
organized out-of-school activities (71% and
72% participated in at least one activity),
although they joined different activities.
Figure 1 also shows that white eighth graders
were more likely than young teens of color
to be involved in out-of-school activities. The
most striking difference separates low-
income youths from their more affluent
counterparts. In 1988, some 40% of eighth
graders in the lowest-income quartile did
not participate in any organized activity,
while only 17% of the youths in the highest-
income group were not involved.8

In-depth studies of specific communities
reveal that low-income neighborhoods,
both urban and rural, are the least likely to
offer consistent support and a wide array of
developmental opportunities to adoles-
cents.30 One study of community resources
available for youths ages 11 to 14 contrasted
a low-income, African-American neighbor-
hood in Chicago with an affluent, primarily

white suburb. The suburban community
offered three times as many services as the
inner-city community. It provided a rich
array of choices that emphasized educa-
tional enrichment, while the inner-city pro-
grams focused on academic remediation
and personal support. Public agencies were
a more significant resource in the suburban
community than at the inner-city site. Public
middle schools offered nearly seven times as
many extracurricular activities per week,
and public park districts provided eight
times the number of activities during an
average week. On the other hand, churches

played a larger role in the inner-city neigh-
borhood.31 Unequal access to programs and
supportive institutions is no doubt a key
factor explaining the different participation
rates by youths in low-income and in afflu-
ent families.

Issue 2: Access
As the previous discussion hinted, the issue
of participation is closely related to that of
access. Major barriers to participation that
especially affect youths living in low-income
areas include transportation, location of ser-
vices (which includes safety considerations),
and whether or not there are fees for ser-
vices or for required items like uniforms.
More subtle access issues—especially for
young adolescents, who have radar about
such matters—is whether or not they will be
made to feel welcome at the organization or
program. Issues of race and gender as well as
physical ability/disability influence young
people’s perceptions of access and decisions
about participation. The principles of best
practice presented in Box 2 suggest that pro-
grams address these challenges by thought-
ful planning and concerted outreach. To
extend their reach to underserved youths,
programs take their services to the neigh-
borhoods where low-income youths live or
attend school. They recruit, train, and sup-
port diverse staff and volunteers who
are skilled at working with low-income
populations.
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When young people describe what they like
best about participating in out-of-school
youth activities, they often cite “fun and
friends” and “voice and choice.”
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Best Practices in Community Programs for
Young Adolescents

Regardless of their content and approach, programs that respond to the needs and
interests of young adolescents follow certain principles of best practices. Responsive
community programs for young adolescents should:

1. Tailor their content and processes to the needs and interests of young adoles-
cents. Good programs listen carefully to the voices of young people at the
planning stage and provide active, meaningful roles for youths throughout
implementation.

2. Recognize, value, and respond to the diverse backgrounds and experiences that
exist among young adolescents in contemporary America. Good programs are sen-
sitive to the differences among young adolescents, particularly those based on
race, ethnicity, family income, gender, and sexual orientation.

3. Work collectively as well as individually to extend their reach to underserved
adolescents. Good programs work to increase the access of young people living
in low-income areas to supportive community programs, keeping youth needs
rather than organizational concerns at the center of their outreach efforts.

4. Actively compete for young people’s time and attention. Good programs assess
their competition (everything from television to youth gangs), and find ways
to make their programs more attractive than passive or antisocial pursuits.

5. Strengthen the quality and diversity of their adult leadership. Good programs
recruit carefully and invest in staff (and volunteer) development as a regular
cost of doing business, recognizing that the quality of adult leadership is
critical to program success.

6. Reach out to families, schools, and other community partners in youth develop-
ment. Good programs strive to maintain solid working relationships with par-
ents and other community institutions, on behalf of young people.

7. Enhance the role of young people as community resources. Good programs
encourage young people to play meaningful leadership roles within their
organization. They work actively to ensure that teenagers have opportunities
to contribute their talents to the larger community.

8. Serve as vigorous advocates for and with youths. Good programs consider
advocacy with and on behalf of youths a part of their work, to ensure that the
best interests of children and youths are not ignored in decision-making
forums.

9. Specify and evaluate their intended outcomes. Good programs are clear about
the results they are trying to achieve, and they develop reliable documentation
systems and realistic assessment measures.

10. Establish solid organizational structures, including energetic and committed
board leadership. Good programs are generally found in well-governed and
well-managed organizations that are stable enough to maintain continuity of
relationships for young people at this critical juncture in their lives.

Source: These principles were derived from a review of well-regarded national studies of youth development, and are
elaborated in The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development. A matter of time: Risk and opportunity in the non-
school hours. New York: Carnegie Corporation of New York, 1992.

Box 2



Providing outreach to low-income youths
has financial implications, however, and
funding is another of the key ongoing issues
faced by youth organizations of all types.

Issue 3: Funding
While little systematic research exists about
funding patterns of youth organizations, it
is clear that in this country, the financing of
youth development programs suggests they
are viewed as “nice but not necessary.” The
organizations report that their boards and
staffs spend inordinate amounts of time
and other organizational resources gener-

ating enough financial backing to do their
work. In general, it is fair to say that four
words characterize the funding of youth
development programs in American soci-
ety: diversity, instability, inadequacy, and
inequity.32

Diversity
As might be expected, different funding
patterns exist for the different types of
youth organizations. The traditional youth-
serving organizations tend to receive most
of their support through private sources.
Local United Ways are, and have long been,
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a Top 25% of income distribution
b Bottom 25% of income distribution

Sources: U.S. Department of Education. National education longitudinal study of 1988: A profile of the American eighth
grader. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, National Center
for Education Statistics, 1990.
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core supporters of youth-serving organiza-
tions across the country, although United
Way support to most agencies has decreased
in recent years—owing to increased local
competition for the approximately $3 bil-
lion collected and distributed by 1,300
United Way affiliates nationwide. Some
organizations, such as the Boy Scouts and
Girl Scouts, receive substantial revenues
from participants through membership
dues and uniform sales, as well as income
earned from the public (mainly through
cookie sales).

While the scouting organizations receive
little government support, other national
youth groups have recently increased their
ability to generate public dollars. For exam-
ple, in 1996, Boys and Girls Clubs of

America received more than $10.3 million
in government grants and contracts, up
from $4.7 million in the previous year. The
4-H system receives substantial public sup-
port through county, state, and federal
sources (for example, the U.S. Department
of Agriculture). By partnering with their
local public schools, youth development
programs may be able to expand their work
in low-income communities through the
21st Century Community Learning Centers,
a new initiative of the U.S. Department of
Education. This program was funded at $40
million in 1998 and at $200 million in 1999,
and may be further expanded in subsequent
years. (See the article by Dryfoos in this jour-
nal issue.)

Federal grants to other youth organiza-
tions have supported substance-abuse pre-
vention, pregnancy prevention, juvenile
justice, and informal science education pro-
grams. According to a 1997 report issued by
the General Accounting Office, 15 federal
agencies and departments administer 28 dif-
ferent programs for at-risk and delinquent
youths, totaling more than $4 billion annu-
ally.33 However, this report did not distin-
guish between youth development and

other kinds of services (primary prevention,
short-term intervention, long-term interven-
tion, and social control/incarceration), so it
is difficult to know how much of this money
is directed toward the youth development
end and the primary prevention end of the
youth services continuum. Funds from
the U.S. Justice Department and the Center
for Substance Abuse Prevention have
recently supported youth mentoring, safe
havens, youth clubs, and youth recreation
programs, although the bulk of justice and
substance-abuse expenditures continue to
be allocated to treatment and control. (See
the commentary by Barnes-O’Connor in this
journal issue.)

Over the past 5 to 10 years, national
and community foundations have become
an increasingly important source of pro-
gram dollars for youth development
organizations. For example, the DeWitt
Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund is investing
in the professional development of staff at
youth-serving organizations both nation-
ally and locally, supporting the adaptation
of four promising models of community
schools, and encouraging the expansion of
youth development programs in youth and
science museums and public libraries.
Several national foundations34 have
formed a Youth Development Funders
Network to share grantmaking lessons and
plan strategies for strengthening the youth
work field.

Since the early 1990s, the Coalition of
Community Foundations for Youth has
encouraged local community foundations
(of which there are now some 400) to
expand their purview to include youth devel-
opment. More than 100 member founda-
tions in the Coalition now work to provide
direct financial support for youth develop-
ment in their communities and play larger
roles in planning, convening, coordinating,
and advocating. Other foundations are
focusing on specific communities: The
Soros Foundation recently launched a $25
million five-year effort to strengthen and
expand after-school programs in New York
City; the Charles Hayden Foundation sup-
ports youth development work in New York
and Boston; the Skillman and Haas founda-
tions are mounting new citywide efforts in
Detroit and San Francisco to expand youth
recreation programs; and Kauffman and

In 1996, Boys and Girls Clubs of America
received more than $10.3 million in 
government grants and contracts, up from
$4.7 million in the previous year.
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Lilly are concentrating on youth develop-
ment efforts in Kansas City and Indianapolis,
respectively.

Although diversity of funding sources is
generally considered a strength, for individ-
ual agencies the picture is often more a crazy
quilt than the multilegged stool recom-
mended by experts. For example, one New
York City youth agency reportedly has 110
funding sources—most with different appli-
cation forms and reporting requirements.
So, while funders’ increased attention to
youth development is a positive trend, the
lack of coordination and coherence repre-
sented in this diversity remains a challenge
for individual organizations and for the field
as a whole.

Instability
Although the funding picture for youth
organizations has improved over the past
decade, the field continues to struggle with
an unstable funding base. Unlike public
schools or the child welfare system, the
youth development field has no major per-
manent public funding streams, and is
therefore at risk when there are changes in
political winds or administrations. (See the
commentary by Walker in this journal issue.)
Much of the public support for youth orga-
nizations comes through “discretionary”
grants programs, which are particularly sus-
ceptible to political shifts. This issue surfaced
dramatically in the 1980s, when youth orga-
nizations were forced to adjust to precipitous
cutbacks in public funding for human ser-
vices, generally. Between Fiscal Years 1982
and 1989, private giving offset only 46% of
the cumulative reductions in federal spend-
ing in areas of interest to nonprofit organi-
zations.35 This seismic shift in public support
has caused many youth organizations to
diversify their funding sources, compete
harder for available grant dollars, increase
efforts to solicit contributions from individu-
als and corporations, and develop strategies
for earning income.

Inadequacy
Despite recent increases in sources of sup-
port, youth development organizations have
to compete with one another for their own
slice of a relatively small funding pie. Some
observers attribute this problem to the lack
of major public support for youth develop-
ment or “primary” services.36 Unlike many

other developed countries, the United
States tends to invest in youth programs
(other than public education) only when
young people have veered significantly off
course. Public expenditures underwrite
group homes for juvenile offenders rather
than programs to provide young people with
constructive alternatives—despite mounting
evidence that juvenile crime escalates in the
nonschool hours.37 One scholar of interna-
tional youth policy noted that, in the United
States, it is easier to obtain a million dollars
to study juvenile purse-snatching than a
thousand dollars to study youth theater or
dance groups.38 In contrast, the United
Kingdom provides public support for youth
development programs through the British
Youth Service and the National Youth
Agency. Similarly, Norway and Sweden have
national policies that encourage young
people to become involved in nonschool
youth development programs and that
provide regular financial support for such
programs.
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However, the past few years have seen
the emergence of unprecedented coalitions
in the United States that may result in new
public investment strategies. For example,
an organization called Fight Crime: Invest
in Kids is bringing police chiefs and prose-
cutors together with traditional youth ser-
vice providers to advocate for increased
public spending on youth development
programs.

Inequity
Current funding patterns in the United
States contribute to the inequities of service
delivery. Because local programs tend to be
supported primarily by local funding
sources, poor communities are less likely to

be able to provide adequate youth develop-
ment programs than are more affluent
areas. Reliance on fees for service also
means that youths from poor families are
not able to participate in some of the
nation’s best-known programs.39

Meanwhile, a number of the national
youth development programs receive wide-
spread philanthropic and charitable sup-
port—in some instances, more than they
can actually use. For example, the national
Boy Scouts of America organization has
generated annual surpluses for several
years in a row and now reports assets of
more than $250 million. Similarly, Girl
Scouts of the U.S.A. in 1995 reported $133
million in assets and an annual surplus of
national revenues over expenses of $5.4
million.

By contrast, grass roots community-based
youth programs are often fragile and highly
“local” in both their purview and funding
base. A 1990 study found that only 25% of
grass roots youth development organizations
operate with annual budgets of more than
$25,000.22 Such small groups are likely to be
run primarily by volunteers, and both the
services they offer and the numbers of
young people they serve are limited by what

has been called “insufficient funds and bare-
bones staffing.”24

In summary, although financial support
for youth development programs has
expanded in recent years, challenges
remain. The crucial ones are bringing
coherence and stability to funding sources,
ensuring that the total investment is ade-
quate to the task, and developing mecha-
nisms to channel more financial resources
to the places they are needed most—low-
income communities.

Issue 4: Program Effectiveness
Despite the extensive reach of youth devel-
opment programs and the potential they
have for promoting positive youth develop-
ment, little systematic analysis of their effec-
tiveness has been conducted. For years,
youth organizations have relied on soft evi-
dence of their effectiveness, including testi-
monials and self-reports by participants and
their parents. For instance, a 1987 survey of
alumni of 4-H and other youth groups found
that alumni believed participation in the pro-
gram had contributed to their personal
development by giving them pride of accom-
plishment, self-confidence, the ability to
work with others, the ability to set goals and
to communicate, employment and leader-
ship skills, and opportunities for community
service.40

However, most youth development
leaders now realize that in today’s climate
of accountability and management for
results, such anecdotal evidence is of lim-
ited value. Instead, there is a push to
establish hard evidence about program
effectiveness. Outcome evaluations cluster
around two types of programs: those that
seek to prevent or reduce such problem
behaviors as substance abuse and adoles-
cent pregnancy; and those that promote
normal socialization and positive develop-
ment. Initiatives that seek to prevent or
reduce specific risk behaviors are often
called “categorical” programs (and are sup-
ported through “categorical” funding). In
many youth agencies, however, programs
designed to promote normal socialization
and positive development are thought of as
the “core” program. The categorical and
core programs are sometimes combined in
a single organization, as is illustrated
below.

A 1990 study found that only 25% of 
grass roots youth development organizations
operate with annual budgets of more than
$25,000.
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Effectiveness of Programs Targeting
Specific Problems
Several studies have shown that participation
in targeted prevention programs can reduce
high-risk behaviors among teenagers. For
example, in four consecutive annual evalua-
tions, participants in the Teen Outreach
Program sponsored by the Association of
Junior Leagues International were shown to
be less likely than their nonparticipant peers
to have experienced either pregnancy or
school failure.41

An experimental evaluation of Girls
Incorporated’s Friendly PEERsuasion sub-
stance-abuse prevention program for young
adolescents showed that the program
reduced the incidence of drinking among
participants who had not previously used
alcohol. The program also led girls to leave
situations where friends were using harmful
substances and to disengage from peers who
smoked or took drugs.42 Another targeted
intervention developed by Girls Incorpo-
rated, the Preventing Adolescent Pregnancy
Program, also showed positive results. A
three-year study involving 750 young women
(ages 12 to 17) indicated that participation
in all four components of the program was
associated with lower overall rates of preg-
nancy. Participation in individual compo-
nents—such as assertiveness training or
parent-daughter communication about sex-
uality—led to more specific pregnancy-
reduction effects.43

Finally, an outside evaluation of a
dropout prevention program operated by
WAVE, Inc. showed that participation was
associated with improved school attendance,
lower dropout rates, and improved scores in
work readiness, math, reading, and self-
esteem.44

Effectiveness of Basic, Positive Youth
Development Programs
Though the biggest gap in the youth devel-
opment field is evaluation of the basic or
core services of youth development orga-
nizations, three studies have addressed
this issue.

The earliest of the three studies was an
evaluation of Boys and Girls Clubs that
began as an assessment of the effectiveness
of its SMART Moves (substance-abuse pre-
vention) program. The evaluation matched

five Clubs located in public housing settings
that had implemented this targeted inter-
vention with two control sites in each case:
one public housing site with a Boys and Girls
Club that did not offer SMART Moves and
one public housing site that did not have a
Club at all. The evaluators found that
although few differences in impact emerged
between the Clubs that did or did not offer
the SMART Moves program, larger differ-
ences separated housing projects that had
Clubs from projects that did not have one.
Among youths who lived in public housing
and had access to a Boys and Girls Club, pro-
gram participants were more involved in
constructive education, social, and recre-

ational activities. In addition, they were less
involved in unhealthy, deviant, and danger-
ous activities. Adult family members in Club
communities, compared with parents in the
no-Club sites, were more involved in youth-
oriented activities and school programs. The
Clubs were associated with an overall reduc-
tion in alcohol and other drug use, drug traf-
ficking, and drug-related crime.45 In other
words, this evaluation suggested that the
presence of a Boys and Girls Club and its
core program (not just a targeted interven-
tion) made a positive difference in the lives
of children, their families, and other com-
munity residents.

A recent major study of the mentoring
program provided by Big Brothers/Big
Sisters of America also showed powerful
effects. To evaluate this core service,
researchers studied nearly a thousand 10- to
16-year-olds who had applied to Big
Brothers/Big Sisters for an adult mentor but
were still on a waiting list. Half of these
young people, randomly chosen, were
matched with a Big Brother or Big Sister,
while the rest stayed on a waiting list.
Eighteen months later, the differences
between the two groups were dramatic. The
involvement of an adult mentor in a young
person’s life for just one year (1) decreased
first-time drug use by 46% (at a time when
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a young person’s life for just one year
decreased first-time drug use by 46% and
cut school absenteeism by 52%.



drug use among teenagers generally was on
the rise); (2) cut school absenteeism by 52%;
and (3) reduced violent behavior by 33%.
Mentored youths were also more likely to
perform well in school, get along better with
family and friends, be less likely to assault
someone, and be much less likely to start
using alcohol. These effects were sustained
for both boys and girls, across races.9

A third study—of the Quantum
Opportunities Program—found that long-
term participation in a comprehensive year-
round program had significant positive
effects on economically disadvantaged high
school youths. The intervention developed

for this research-demonstration project
offered components that are typical of
youth development programs, including
academic enrichment and remediation,
community service opportunities, academic
and career counseling, adult mentors, and
close peer relationships. Using a random-
ized design, this five-year longitudinal study
in four sites showed powerful results.
Compared with youths in the control group,
program participants showed better high
school graduation rates, higher enrollment
in postsecondary education, lower teen
pregnancy rates, and a higher level of com-
munity involvement.46

In summary, a growing body of evidence
exists on which to base public and social
policy, including financial investments. The
problem in this field is not—as it is in some
other arenas—that evaluations show no
results. On the contrary, the few outcome
evaluations that have been undertaken
demonstrate many positive effects. The
biggest problem is that few studies have
been funded. In addition, thorny method-
ological problems exist in the youth devel-
opment field, where concrete outcomes are
frequently underspecified, where participa-
tion is voluntary (and therefore self-selection
and attrition are likely to occur), and where
good measurement tools are few and far

between. However, recent progress in
addressing all of these issues should encour-
age policymakers, funders, researchers, and
practitioners to collaborate on ways to learn
more about programs that—to quote the
American Youth Policy Forum—“DO make
a difference for youth.”47 Building the public
policy and social investment case for
expanding youth development programs
for young adolescents will require support
for more and better outcome evaluations. In
the world of scarce resources, the best can-
didates for such investments are those pro-
grams that are carefully designed and
implemented, have shown promising
results, and stand a good chance of wide-
spread replication.

Issue 5: Coordination with Other
Youth Services
The staff of youth development programs
increasingly recognize the need to work in
meaningful partnerships with other commu-
nity institutions, especially schools. Rather
than viewing schools as having responsibility
for academic achievement while they are
working on “everything else,” community
organizations are seeing youth development
as a shared responsibility. This shift is gener-
ating profound changes around the plan-
ning, funding, and delivery of services as
communities across the country experiment
with new institutional arrangements on
behalf of young people.

For example, many communities are
designing community schools or extended-
service schools—partnerships between
public schools and community organiza-
tions that increase young people’s access to
safe places, enriched education, and positive
relationships at all hours of the day and
evening. These partnerships take many
forms, from the federally supported 21st
Century Community Learning Centers, in
which the public school is the lead agency
and grantee, to the Children’s Aid Society’s
Community Schools in which the public
school and youth agency are equal partners
in all aspects of the services from the design
of the facility to ongoing management. (See
the article by Dryfoos in this journal issue.)

A key issue in the implementation of
community schools is the extent to which
the after-school program connects with and
enriches the school curriculum. While most
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observers would agree that children’s needs
are best addressed when coordination and
enrichment occur, in reality these aims are
difficult to achieve. Often the after-school
program is offered in isolation from the day-
time program, resulting in a missed oppor-
tunity to reinforce children’s learning and to
provide an integrated experience. Equally
often, extended-day programs miss the
opportunity to engage children in enriched
learning through experiences that are dif-
ferent from what happens during the school
day. For many extended-day programs, the
programmatic “default drive” is remediation
(especially tutoring) and help with home-
work. While there is a place for such services,
the focus of the extended day should be
enrichment and the provision of learning
opportunities that complement and supple-
ment what happens during the regular
school day.

After-school programs can extend chil-
dren’s “time on task” without duplicating
exactly what happens during the school day.
Creative program designers know that you
can teach reading, math, and science
through cooking or woodworking class, per-
forming and visual arts, individual and team
sports, and planning and implementing
community service programs. Chess clubs
and technology classes provide perfect
opportunities to practice logic, persistence,
concentration, and critical thinking skills. A
pioneering study of why disadvantaged chil-
dren succeed or fail in school revealed that
children whose out-of-school time included
20 to 35 hours of constructive learning activ-
ities per week fared better in school. In
describing constructive learning activities,
the researcher cited the following: discus-
sions with knowledgeable adults or peers,
reading for pleasure, writing letters or in
diaries, homework, hobbies, chores, and
problem-solving games.48

The current unprecedented national
policy attention to extending children’s

learning time, exemplified by the increased
federal commitment through the 21st
Century Community Learning Centers, pro-
vides important opportunities to apply the
best available knowledge and reconfigure
community resources on behalf of young
adolescents in communities across America.
The challenge is to ensure that schools and
community organizations are full partners in
this work, and that young people’s needs
and opinions are valued in the process of
program expansion.

Conclusion
In thinking about ways to improve services
for youths, it is always useful to consider the
bottom line. The goal of youth develop-
ment programs, both in and out of school,
is productive adulthood. Labor economists
who have analyzed the mismatch between
the American economy and its education
system outlined a set of “new basic skills”
that all young people need if they are to
succeed in the contemporary economy.
These skills include: the ability to read and
do math at a minimum ninth-grade level;
problem-solving skills; written and oral
communication skills; the ability to work in
groups with people different from oneself;
and knowledge of and comfort with tech-
nology. This analysis of national education
data reveals, however, that half of America’s
17-year-olds do not possess this set of
skills.49

The challenge is clear. All youth-serving
institutions in American society have a role
to play in helping young people prepare for
productive adulthood. Community youth
programs are well positioned to add value to
the work of schools and families by building
on young people’s current knowledge and
strengths. In addition, they can provide
young people with the support, protection,
guidance, and opportunities that will allow
them all to take their places as the next gen-
eration of America’s workers, family mem-
bers, and citizens.
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