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AFTER-SCHOOL EXPERIENCES: VARIATIONS IN PERCEPTIONS OF SUPPORT

Kimberly A. Dadisman
Under the supervision of Profession Deborah Lowe Vandell

At the University of Wisconsin — Madison

This dissertation considers students’ experiences at school-based after-school programs
in terms of the developmental supports that the programs provide. In particular, supportive
relationships with adults, supportive relationships with peers, opportunities of autonomy and
leadership, and interest in activities are the developmental supports that are measured.

After-school program experiences were assessed for 191 eighth grade students attending
eight school-based after-school programs. Students described their experiences using two
measurement strategies. First using Experience Sampling Methodology, students recorded in
small logbooks their location, whether or not they were attending an after-school program, their
activity, companions, and feelings, five times each day during the after-school hours and on
weekends, during 1 week periods in the fall and spring. Second, students described their
experiences at programs more globally using the Developmental Supports Rating Scale (DSRS).
The DSRS was adapted from the Public/Private Ventures Youth Survey (Gambone and
Arbreton, 1997) by this investigator explicitly for this study.

A confirmatory factor analysis was conducted to analyze the structure underlying the
items in the DSRS. A four-factor model was fitted using LISREL, reflecting the four

developmental supports the DSRS was posited to assess. The Chi-Square for the model was
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significant and two of the fit indices reached the .90 and above range that many researchers deem
indicative of adequate fit.

The first aim of the dissertation was to investigate the potential differences in students’
perceptions of developmental supports at the eight after-school programs. Significant
differences were found suggesting that programs offering fewer types of activities were rated as
being less supportive than those programs offering more activities.

Next, stability in perceptions of support over time was examined. Because of the fluidity
in program participation, three groups were considered: participants who were in the same
program and same activity at Time 1 and Time 2, those who were in the same program but
different activities at Time 1 and Time2, and finally, those who were in different programs at
Time 1 and Time 2. The findings suggest that perceptions of support remain stable over time for
those students who continue to participate in the same program and changing activities within a
program may not impact the supportive environment of that program.

Differences in perceptions of support by activity type were also examined. Activities
were placed into 4 categories: academic, arts, sports, and service. Significant differences were
found between sports and academic activities with students rating sports activities as more
supportive. Students in sports and service activities reported more supportive relationships with
peers than did students in academic activities. Students in sports and arts activities reported
more interest in their activities than did students in academic activities. The ANOVA model was
then compared to an alternative model in which child gender, child ethnicity, prior adjustment,

and family structure were included as covariates (ANCOVA). The overall pattern of
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significance was unaffected by the expanded model suggestion that the findings are robust and
appear largely unaffected by selection factors.

The final aim of the dissertation was to examine relations between the Experience
Sample data and the Developmental Supports Rating Scale. Correlations between ESM and
DSRS data suggest that when students reported being more motivated at the after-school
program and they reported their affect as positive, their global ratings of supports were also high.
Overall, the significant correlations between daily experiences and global ratings of support
suggest that the more choice, enjoyment, interest and motivation students have about an activity,
the more supportive they rate the activity in terms of relationships, autonomy, leadership and

interest.
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Chapter One
Statement of Purpose

Since the early 1990’s, there has been a shift in the approach researchers, practitioners
and policy-makers have taken when addressing youth issues. The field is moving from a focus on
intervention and crisis to one that views adolescent development in terms of assets and supports
(Larson, 2000; Scales & Leffert, 1999; Quinn, 1999; Catalano, et al., 1998). Programs and
activities developed for youth reflect this shift, with a general focus on promoting normal
development and building competencies (Quinn, 1999; Halpern, 1999). Within this general
framework, programs may be specifically aimed at providing a safe environment for students
during the after-school hours (Halpern, 1999). They may be enrichment programs aimed at
reinforcing basic academic skills such as reading and math (Catalano, et al., 1998; Fashola,
1998), computer skills (Mayer, et al, 1999), and peer tutoring (Hahn, Leavitt, & Aaron, 1994).
After-school programs also may be designed to foster positive relations between students and
peers, students and adults, and the school and the community (Walker, et al, 2000; Pierce &
Shields, 1998).

Programs that are available to youth in the after-school hours also vary in location,
sponsorship, attendance requirements and participation opportunities (Fashola, 1998; Gambone
& Arbreton, 1997). Programs may be located in schools, community centers, or other community
buildings. Various organizations sponsor after-school programs for youth, such as cities, school
districts, YMCA’s, Boys and Girls Clubs of America. Programs are also funded through
national, state and local initiatives. Programs range from school-based programs that require
students to attend to drop-in programs at YMCA’s or Boys and Girls Clubs. In addition, these

after-school programs vary in the participants they service; some serve a limited age range such



as the Quantum Opportunities Program which serves youth in grades 9 — 12 or the Be A Star
program which serves children ages 5 — 12 (Hahn, Leavitt, & Aaron, 1994; Pierce & Shields,
1998). Other programs, such as Boys and Girls Clubs, serve all school-age children and
adolescents in the area (National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000). Across this
varied array of after-school activities in which middle school youth participate, lies a potential
context in which positive youth development can occur (Kahne, et al, 2001; Larson, 2000;
Quinn, 1999).

This dissertation considers students’ experiences at school-based after-school and youth
programs in terms of the developmental supports that the programs provide. In particular,
supportive relationships with adults, supportive relationships with peers, opportunities for
autonomy and leadership, and interest in activities are the developmental assets or supports that
are measured. Using two approaches to measure students’ experiences, I examined (a) if global
perceptions of support vary by program and are stable over time, (b) if global perceptions of
support vary by activity type, (c) if global perceptions of support vary by child and family
characteristics including gender, ethnicity, prior adjustment and family structure, (d) if global
ratings of support are associated with sustained attendance, and finally (e) if global perceptions
of support are related to minute-to-minute ratings of experiences.

After-school program experiences are assessed for 191 eighth grade students in three
communities. The students attended eight school-based after-school programs. Students
described their after-school experiences using two measurement strategies. First, during 1 week
periods in the fall and spring, students recorded in small logbooks, their location, whether or not
they were attending an after-school program, their activity, companions, and feelings, five times

each day during the after-school hours and on weekends, using Experience Sampling
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Methodology. Second, students described their experiences at programs more globally using the

Developmental Supports Rating Scale (DSRS). The DSRS was adapted from the Public/Private
Ventures Youth Survey (Gambone and Arbreton, 1997) by this investigator explicitly for this
study.

The DSRS assesses students’ experiences in programs on four broad areas of support
posited to foster positive youth development: supportive relationships with adults, supportive
relationships with peers, engagement in activities, and opportunities fof autonomy and leadership
(Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Larson, 2000; Scales & Leffert, 1999; Catalano, et al, 1998;
Gambone & Arbreton, 1997; Rosenthal & Vandell, 1996). Understanding the extent to which
after-school programs are successful in providing students with these development supports and
experiences has value as‘ a marker of program quality.

The first aim of the current study was to examine students’ perceptions of support in
ei gbht school-based after-school programs. The current study also considered involvement in
after-school programs longitudinally by investigating consistency and change in perceptions of
after-school programs from fall to spring of an academic year.

The second aim of the current study was to examine whether students’ ratings of
developmental supports differ by activity type. Previous research has noted that different types
of activities are differentially associated with student outcomes. For example, students who
participated in sports have been reported to have positive educational trajectories. Participation
in school-related activities has been associated with less truancy, less drug use, and lower
dropout rates relative to non-participants. Participation in prosocial activities was associated
with high achievemént and college plans (Bryant, Gao, & Zimmerman, 2002; Larson, 2000;

Eccles and Barber, 1999; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). One possible explanation for these
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differential relations between activities and adolescent outcomes is that different types of after-

school activities provide students with experiences that vary in support, autonomy and
engagement. The current study investigated whether students’ perceptions of support vary by
type of activity. Activities were classified into four types: academic, arts, sports, and service. It
was expected that differences in perceptions of support would be found such that academic
activities will receive the lowest ratings of support.

Previous research has found patterns of program participation and program effects to vary
by particular child characteristics. Studies have found girls participate in more types of activities
than boys; boys participate in sports more often than girls; African-American boys participate in
sports activities more than European-American boys (Bryant, Gao, & Zimmerman, 2002;
Larson, 2000; Cooper, Valentine, Nye and Lindsay, 1999; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Pierce,
Hamm, & Vandell, 1999; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). The third aim of this dissertation extends
this line of inquiry by examining these characteristics as selection factors and examining how
students’ perceptions of the supports they receive while attending after-school programs vary by
gender, ethnicity, prior adjustment and family structure. Students’ perceptions of support may
help to explain why previous research has found differences in participation rates and in program
effectiveness.

As noted in the Carnegie Report “A Matter of Time,” (Carnegie Corporation, 1992) and
The Committee on Community-Level Programs for Youth Report “Community Programs to
Promote Youth Development” (Eccles and Gootman, 2002), programs that service young
adolescents are fluid. Middle school students are believed to “vote with their feet” and move in
and out of programs more frequently than younger students for whom after-school programs act

as child care (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Quinn, 1999). One possible reason students drop out of



programs is that their developmental needs are not being met. The fourth aim of the current
study examines associations between perceptions of support and sustained program attendance.
It was expected that those students who rate programs more positively would be more likely to
remain in the same programs throughout the school year.

The fifth and final aim of the current study was to examine relations among experiences
in programs reported via Experience Sampling methods, and ratings on specific scales of the
Developmental Supports Rating Scale. Linking the Experience Sampling data with ratings on
the Developmental Supports Rating Scale will allow associations between minute-by-minute
ratings of experiences and more global perceptions of support to be examined. It was expected
that students’ reports of experiences via ESM would be correlated with ratings of support on the
Developmental Supports Rating Scale such that more positive daily experiences are associated

with higher ratings of support.



Chapter Two
Background

Theoretical Framework

Developmental changes experienced during adolescence, whether they are positive or
negative, can be seen as a result of the dynamic interaction between the individual and his/her
social contexts (Richman & Bowen, 1997). Eccles and colleagues (1993) suggest that
development is influenced by the “fit” between the individual and the social environment. They
propose a stage-environment fit perspective, which posits that the environment should fit or meet
the current developmental needs of the individual, while also stimulating further development.
An appropriate fit between individual and social context can result in optimal development,
while an inappropriate fit can fail to promote positive development. The concept of stage-
environment fit reflects the changing interactions between person and environment over time
(Eccles, et al, 1993). Goodness-of-fit is achieved when the demands of the environment are
appropriate to the current emotional, cognitive, social and psychological needs of the child
(Richman & Bowen, 1997).

There are two main components of the stage-environment fit perspective. First is the
developmental component. The developmental process is a “joint function of the context and the
individual” (Larson, 2000, p. 179) and the individual’s preparedness to engage in the
environment must be identified. This suggests that the developmental stage of the individual
needs to “fit” with the social environment. Adolescent development is characterized by capacity
for abstract cognitive pursuit, peer orientation, increased desire for autonomy and self-focus and

self-determination (Eccles et al, 1993).






