
IN BRIEF:
Recent research demonstrates the positive impacts of youth programs and other extracurricular activities. Despite
these benefits, funding for these programs and activities is declining. Charitable giving, when adjusted for
inflation, has dropped for two straight years. Government funding also is being reduced. 

This Issue Alert demonstrates how kids in youth programs and other extracurricular activities tend to do better in
life. As well, it highlights the importance of program evaluation for demonstrating program effectiveness and
offers practical evaluation strategies and resources for individual youth agencies, funders, and policy makers.

LOTS OF KIDS…LACK OF CASH
Of Indiana’s 1,006,378 youths who range in age from 6 to 17, almost 72 percent live in families where all present
parents work for pay.1 By the time Hoosier students reach the 9th grade, half are spending 30 or more days at
home unsupervised (see Figure 1). These statistics are cause for concern because the U.S. Department of Justice
reports that juvenile violent crime peaks between 3 and 4 p.m., the hour after school ends. Youth are at highest
risk of being victimized before 6 p.m.2 Also, experimentation with smoking and other drugs most often occurs
between the hours of 3 and 6 p.m.3

At a time when our state’s youth population is growing5, funding for after-school and summer youth programs is
shrinking. Some cuts have already occurred; more are likely in store. At best, future funding levels for the 21st
Century Community Learning
Centers—the federal government’s
principal after-school program—
will remain flat. Last year,
Indiana asked for $26.5 million
from 21st CCLC and received less
than half. State government
couldn’t bridge the gap because
dips in revenue caused lawmakers
to cut more than $450 million
from the state’s education and
human services allocations.
Although private-sector
philanthropy topped $240 billion
in the U.S. in 2002, charitable
giving decreased for the second
year in a row after adjusting for
inflation.
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Figure 1. Unsupervised After-School Time for Indiana Public
School Students by Grade in School: 2002 School Year
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Source of data: Indiana Prevention Resource Center, Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drug Use
by Indiana Children and Adolescents, 2002 Prevalence Statistics.4
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Administrators of youth programs know that even if the bulk of youth programming secures funding this
year, the battle for support is ongoing. Indiana already receives the fourth lowest amount of federal grant
funds per capita out of the 50 states.6 With Washington projecting the national deficit to exceed $300
billion in 2003 and rise to $475 billion in 2004, and with the slowly recovering economy, the pressure is
on for every program to prove its worth. Dollars are tied to outcomes, and any projected “return on
investment” is only as good as the documentation that supports it.

WHAT WE KNOW
Evaluation of youth programs and research on extracurricular activities demonstrate that youth
programming—both within and outside of schools—is worthy of financial investment. From a cost-benefit
perspective, every $1 invested in youth development opportunities and supports results in a return on
investment of $10.51. In other words, society will gain over ten times its initial investment in youth
programming when these youth become adults (i.e., through taxes, consumer spending, etc.).7

From a research perspective, numerous studies link participation in after-school programs and extra-
curricular activities to youth development. The following is a list of research highlights. Included are studies
from nationwide programs (e.g., Big Brothers Big Sisters) as well as smaller-scale programs lauded by such
organizations as the Afterschool Alliance and the National Institute for Out-of-School-Time (NIOST).

Research Highlights:  Extracurricular Activities and Assets
!Regardless of family, student, and school characteristics, students who were involved in at least one

extracurricular activity during their sophomore year were significantly less prone to risky behaviors by
senior year than those who were not involved in any activities. More specifically: 

• males involved in no activities were twice as likely to drop out, and two-thirds more likely to smoke,
than male students who participated in one activity; and 

• females who participated in no activities during the year were 60 percent more likely to smoke or
use drugs than females who participated in one extracurricular activity.8

!Students who consistently participated in extracurricular activities across adolescence were
significantly more likely to reach a high educational status by age 20, compared to students who 
did not engage in extracurricular activities. This was true for adolescents of all socioeconomic
backgrounds.9

!The Search Institute lists 40 developmental assets adolescents need for positive developmental
outcomes, including support, constructive use of time, and commitment to learning.10 In a survey of
12,440 students, the percents of students who reported using alcohol three or more times in the past
month—or getting drunk more than once in the last two weeks—increased as their reported number
of assets dropped. Specifically:

• 4% of students with 31 to 40 assets used alcohol;
• 16% of students with 21 to 30 assets used alcohol;
• 35% of students with with 11 to 20 assets used alcohol; and
• 53% of students with 0 to 10 assets used alcohol.11

!Young teens with high levels of supports, such as challenging and engaging activities and learning
experiences, are up to twice as likely to have positive developmental outcomes at the end of high
school. Youth with good developmental outcomes (ability to be productive, establish connections with
adults and peers, and take responsibility) are 41 percent more likely to thrive as young adults, whereas
youth with poor developmental outcomes at the end of high school are 156 percent more likely to
have poor outcomes as young adults.12
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Research Highlights: Youth Programs

!21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC)

First-year findings reveal minimal impact on academic achievement for the group as a whole, but
evident improvement for black and Hispanic middle school students: there were greater grade
point average improvements, and reduced tardiness and absenteeism, compared with students who
did not participate in the program.13

!Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS)

Compared with similar youth who did not participate in the BBBS program, those who did were
46 percent less likely to initiate drug use during the 18-month study period; this impact was
stronger for minority youth. In addition, BBBS participants skipped half as many school days, felt
more competent about doing schoolwork, skipped fewer classes, and showed modest gains in
their grade point averages.14

!Boys and Girls Clubs of America (B&GCA): The Project Learn Program 

Youth living in public housing developments and participating in this B&GCA program had more
enthusiasm and engagement in learning, higher overall grades, fewer absences, and their teachers
reported better performance in reading and writing at 6, 18, and 30 months after program
implementation.15

!After School Learning and Safe Neighborhoods Partnerships Program (ASLSNPP)

Three groups benefited the most from participation in this after-school program: English-language
learners, low-performing students, and students who had high participation rates. These groups
had larger increases in school attendance and standardized test scores, and greater decreases in
suspensions than a similar group of nonparticipating students.16

!Los Angeles’ Better Educated Students for Tomorrow (LA’s BEST)

5th graders who participated for at least four years had higher school attendance rates in middle
and high school than their peers. Higher attendance at school led to higher academic achievement
on standardized tests in math, reading, and language arts.17

!The After-School Corporation Program (TASC)

Compared to similar, at-risk students who did not participate in the program, program
participants were more likely to graduate from high school, go on to post-secondary schools, and
receive an award; and less likely to drop out, become a teen parent, and be arrested.18

!Quantum Opportunities Program (QOP)

The greatest gains in math were achieved by students who participated the most consistently and
for the longest period of time. Students actively participating for two years gained an average of
four scale-score points more on standardized tests than nonparticipants; students actively
participating for 3 years gained 6 points more than similar nonparticipants.19
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EVALUATING FOR RESULTS
Although national research is instructive, each individual youth agency should evaluate its own
programs. Learnings about positive impacts on kids can encourage staff, inform the board and other
community leaders, and make a compelling case to private and public funders. Similarly, evaluation can
help youth organizations strengthen areas of weakness. Points to remember when evaluating: 

A program’s impact depends on degree of participation. The more deeply students 
are involved in an activity, the more likely and measurable the benefits.

Different programs have different goals. If a program is designed to teach conflict
management to youth, success or failure should be determined by whether or not
there is a reduction in conflict, not necessarily by other factors such as improved
grade point average or a lower incidence of teen pregnancy. 

Some positive results are immediately evident; others may require months or even
years to surface. 

A widely accepted set of standards should be part of any effort to measure a
program’s overall quality. These might be a collection of “best practices” 
shared by highly effective programs across the country.

1 U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Decennial Census, Summary File 3, P46. Figure estimated by adding the numbers of Hoosier children aged 6 to 17 living in two-
parent homes with both parents in the work force and living in single-parent homes with a working parent, and then dividing by the total number of children aged 6 to
17 in Indiana.
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Retrieved August 18, 2003, from http://www.drugs.indiana.edu/publications/iprc/newsline/three_critical.html
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10 The Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets. Retrieved on August 18, 2003, from http://www.search-institute.org/assets/
11 Benson, P. L. (1997). All Kids are Our Kids: What Communities Must Do to Raise Caring and Responsible Children and Adolescents. Minneapolis, MN: Search
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BEST PRACTICES:
What characterizes a “model” youth program?
What features add up to a positive developmental
setting for participating children and teens? Is a
checklist available that policymakers and funding
sources could use to weigh the strengths of a
program? The National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine recommend these key
elements: 

Safety. The environment is free of danger
and promotes healthy interactions among
participants.

Structure. The setting has consistent rules,
clear boundaries, firm but fair controls, and
appropriate monitoring.

Support. Relationships are caring and based
on good communication, responsiveness,
and guidance.

Inclusion. Everyone has the opportunity to
“belong,” regardless of gender, ethnicity,
disabilities, etc. 

Social norms. Positive rules of behavior
include expectations, values and morals,
and obligations for service.

Empowerment. Practices support autonomy,
making a difference, being taken seriously,
assuming responsibility, and taking on
challenges.

Skill building. Learning opportunities are
available to expand physical, intellectual,
psychological, emotional, cultural, and
social skills.

Integration. The program is marked by
coordination and synergy among the family,
school, and community.

ACTION:

Promote & recruit. Budgets always
should include adequate funds to
promote programs, recruit participants,
and remove barriers—lack of
transportation, for example—that
prevent participation. Youth activities
have little impact if students are
unaware of their existence or encounter
obstacles when they try to take part. 

Measure results. Program budgets also
should include adequate funds to
measure the impact on participating
children and youth. 

Clarify goals. Evaluations measure results
against pre-established goals. Programs
need to state their intended objectives
clearly, and then evaluate their results
accordingly. Otherwise, an activity
geared to reduce teen pregnancy may
fare badly on an evaluation that
emphasizes improvement in SAT scores.

Apply learnings. Data collection, when
conducted properly, is a vital
component of determining whether or
not youth programs should be funded,
and if so, then at what levels.
Evaluation should serve as a resource
for persons interested in improving
program design and delivery. It also can
help policy makers, foundations, and
individual donors determine the level 
of their funding support.

Don’t rush to judge. Some benefits of
youth programming are immediately
evident—for example, increased safety
during after-school hours. Other
benefits, such as high school graduation
rates or enrollment in college, may
require months or years to assess. 



Harvard Family Research Project: Out-of-School Time Program Evaluation Database

www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/afterschool/evaldatabase.html

Innovation Network, Inc., a national nonprofit that builds the evaluation capacity of nonprofits and

grantmakers.  www.innonet.org

The Indiana Youth InstituteÕs Assessment Team brings evaluation services to small youth-serving

nonprofits at a subsidized cost of $15 per hour ~ www.iyi.org  

IYI Evaluation Associates serves multi-year/multi-site program evaluation needs for youth-serving

organizations in Indiana ~ www.iyi.org  

A Review of Out-of-School Time Program Quasi-Experimental and Experimental Evaluation Results.
Harvard Family Research Project, 2003.
www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/afterschool/resources/snapshot1.html  
Community Programs to Promote Youth Development. National Research Council, 2002.
www.nap.edu/catalog/10022.html 
Critical Hours: Afterschool Programs and Educational Success.Nellie Mae Education Foundation, 2003.
www.nmefdn.org


