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Introduction  

After-school programmes are an increasingly common form of after-school care in the United States.  They aim to provide a safe environment and to promote academic skills.  This study involved 599 primary-aged children from an urban, ethnically diverse, deeply disadvantaged area of the United States.  It tried to paint an accurate picture of patterns of after school care and to explore relationships between these and pupils’ academic performance and levels of motivation.
Previous research in the field had found that, although there were links between lack of supervision after school and poor academic outcomes, the situation was complex.  After-school programmes (ASPs) offer children from low income families opportunities to try out interesting activities which would not otherwise be available to them.  This appeared to be particularly attractive to poor, bright children, who were more likely to attend such care than more affluent, bright children, who had more alternatives from which to choose.  Motivational and other factors also seemed to operate.  

The findings of this study should interest those involved in the development of the Extended School Programmes in the United Kingdom, including school leaders, governors and local education authority staff. The details of after school provision reported in the study should also interest those who are more directly involved in after school care, such as teachers, teaching assistants, youth workers and volunteers. The comparisons of different patterns of after school care in terms of impact on motivation and achievement could also be of interest to parents. 
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What types of after school care did the study find?

The study found that patterns of after school care were complex.  For example, one child could experience several different after school arrangements in a given week, or even within the same afternoon.  The researchers recognised this and examined individual patterns of after school care closely before making comparisons.  They identified four patterns of care:

· after-school programme (ASP) care, in which children attended ASP nearly every afternoon and were also cared for by a parent for some of the time on some afternoons; 

· parent care, in which children were mainly cared for by a parent each afternoon; 

· parent/non-adult care, in which children regularly experienced a combination of care from their parents and non-adults, such as siblings, each afternoon; and

· other adult/non-adult care, in which children experienced a mix of care during the week from adults other than their parents and from siblings.  

Children from the group experiencing ‘non-adult care’ sometimes looked after themselves, but it was rare for them to be unsupervised by adults for more than a couple of days a week.  The communities in which the children in this study lived were characterised by high levels of disadvantage and crime.  Previous research indicated that children who lived in such high-risk areas and who spent time after school unsupervised by an adult were especially vulnerable to academic underachievement. The researchers believed that parents in this sample were particularly motivated to find supervised after-school care arrangements for their children.
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How did after school programmes enhance achievement and motivation? 

The study compared children’s academic performance, as measured by levels of reading achievement and average school grades, with the type of after school care they received.   Children attending an ASP, compared with those in any of the other three forms of after school care, (Click to page 3) achieved: 

· higher reading scores; and

· higher average school grades.

Children receiving after school care from their parents, or from a combination of parents and siblings, scored next highest on average reading levels.  Children with a combination of unsupervised time after school and care from adults who were not their parents showed the worst average reading levels.  The pattern for average school grades was similar to that for reading, but less marked.

The study also explored pupil motivation.  Previous research in the field has shown that children from deprived socio-economic groups don’t expect to do well on unfamiliar or difficult tasks, don’t expect to enjoy them and don’t want to tackle them.  This study found that the relationship between after school care and pupil motivation (Click to page 5) was complex.  Children attending an after-school programme (ASP) had, on average, higher expectations of success than those receiving other forms of after school care.  However, this average score hid marked differences between individual children attending such programmes.  Children who attended an ASP and showed a greater than average level of engagement with its activities, scored highly on all measures of motivation and academic success.  Others, who attended but did not take an active part in the programme, did less well.
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How were levels of motivation and engagement linked to different types of care?
Expectations of success

Children who regularly attended ASP care showed the highest expectations that they would succeed when faced with a new or challenging task, according to their class teachers.  The next most positive group of children were those who were looked after by their parents.  Children were looked after part of the time by other adults and spent some time unsupervised by adults were least likely to approach new or difficult tasks with an expectation of success.  Nevertheless, none of these differences in confidence between the groups were very marked.  , 

Intrinsic motivation

Pupils’ levels of intrinsic motivation – the extent to which they worked hard in the absence of external rewards and seemed to gain pleasure from doing the work itself – were highest amongst the children who not only attended ASPs, but also took an active part in them.

But not everyone who attended an ASP got a lot out of it.  Some children didn’t make much effort to join in the activities, didn’t seem to enjoy taking part and didn’t try particularly hard.  These so-called ‘low engagers’ were, perhaps inevitably, also rated by their class teachers as having low ‘intrinsic motivation’ – lower than that of children who fended for themselves after school, or who received care from adults other than their parents.  The ‘low engagers’ still scored more highly on reading achievement than their peers who were looked after by non-parental carers or left unsupervised by adults, but did less well than the ‘high engagers’ in ASPs.  

Although the ASPs clearly enabled disadvantaged, motivated children to achieve academic improvement and offered them opportunities and experiences they would otherwise have lacked, they failed to engage a proportion of the attendees.  Children attending ASPs who lacked intrinsic motivation and did not engage with the activities gained less from the experience, but they were kept safe from harm, which was an important aim of the ASPs.

The study found significant gender differences: girls scored higher than boys on their expectations of success in the face of a challenge and on their intrinsic motivation.
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What was a typical after school programme like?

The After School Programme (ASP) was a city-wide programme that generally ran from 3pm to 6 pm and offered those attending:

· a snack; 

· time and space to do homework; 

· enrichment learning opportunities, such as use of computers and musical instruments; 

· art activities; and 

· supervised play, such as basketball, football and board games.

The goals of ASP care were: 

· to provide a safe and supportive environment after school;  

· to promote the academic and social competence of participants; and 

· to promote the physical health of participants.

Lead teachers directed the activities with help from other adults, youth workers and volunteers.  Lead teachers were usually female (79%), white, (67%), had a four-year college degree (56%) and were between 25 and 36 years of age.  Within ASPs, adult child ratios differed, as did the quality and extent of the activities.

In the spring term of the study, ASPs were formally assessed through a programme of observation. The overall quality of the ASPs’ provision in the study was not especially high but appeared to be adequate: the average rating that emerged was 3.82, when a rating of 3 meant ‘minimal’ and 5 meant ‘good’.  (The label for a rating of 4 was not given by the report.)  The researchers commented that, in view of their finding that the positive effects of a programme were mainly shown by children who were highly engaged in it, it was important that each programme offered high quality, interesting, challenging and enjoyable activities.  
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How was the study designed and undertaken?

The research took place over the course of the academic year 2002-2003 in a racially diverse, urban, disadvantaged city in North East USA.  The three schools involved in the study were amongst the economically poorest in the city, with 95% of pupils taking free or subsidised lunches.  The study involved 599 children aged between six and eleven years old. 

The researchers used questionnaires and interviews with a variety of students, parents and teachers and scrutinised student records of general achievement and reading levels.  

The researchers described their approach as ‘ecological’.  They categorised patterns of after school care that emerged from the data, rather than using pre-determined categories, and took account of how much time was spent in any particular form of care.  They found that children who attended ASP care most of the time usually had parents in employment and were better off than children showing other patterns of care.  The researchers used statistical methods to control the effect of this and other variables that could have affected the results, such as gender, ethnicity and general academic competence. 
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Implications

In completing this digest, the authors began to ask the following questions about implications for those who lead after school care:
· ASPs in the study offered sports, art, music and work with computers and the variety of activities on offer and staff/student ratio were thought to promote student engagement.  What opportunities exist within your local community to recruit volunteers who could help you to broaden the range of activities on offer at your after school care programme? 

· The study showed that children who did not engage with ASP activities failed to do as well as the others in school.  What might be the easiest ways to share your knowledge of children’s behaviour at ASP with their regular class teachers so that you can work together for the benefit of these potentially underachieving pupils? 

· The study indicated that attendance at an ASP could improve attainment for motivated pupils.  How could you encourage children to use the opportunities for learning offered by your own ASP? Could you build on the links you already have with parents to extend attendance to a wider range of children?  

In completing this digest, the authors began to ask questions about implications for school leaders and policy makers:

· The study noted that offering interesting, challenging and enjoyable activities at ASPs increased attendees’ levels of engagement and high levels of engagement were linked positively to good levels of achievement.  What sort of resources, in terms of materials, continuing professional development and optimal staffing levels might be needed to provide high quality ASP care for your pupils? 

· The study found that after-school programmes offered children in deprived areas opportunities that they could not otherwise access and that bright children, in particular, took advantage of them.  What type of after school activities do you think might appeal particularly to gifted and talented pupils and so help to extend your provision for this group? 

· Pupils attending ASPs who did not get involved with the activities tended to do less well in school than their more active and engaged peers.  What additional help might children demonstrating such disengaged behaviour need? How can you make sure that these potentially underachieving children are identified and helped swiftly? 
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Where can I find out more?

Other TRIPS digests related to parental involvement in their children’s education can be found at:

http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/parents/?digest=all 

These include:

A TRIPS digest summarising research into the effect of coaching in literacy during school holiday periods: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/literacy/TueFeb241436132004/ 

A digest based on Simon, B.S. (2004) High school outreach and family involvement, Social Psychology of Education, 7, 185-209, 2004 can be found at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/parents/highschooloutreach/ 

A digest on socio-economic variations in parental involvement with schools can be found at:  http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/parents/parentacademicinvolvement/ 

An interactive research summary on the GTC Research of the Month website provides details about the impact on secondary students of providing after school study support.  Got to: http://www.gtce.org.uk/PolicyAndResearch/research/ROMtopics/support1/ 

Further information on after-school clubs and other out of school hours learning can be found at a number of websites, including the following: 

The BBC provides a host of resources and ideas for parents and teachers.  For advice on after-school and before-school care, go to:  http://www.bbc.co.uk/parenting/childcare/available_playschemes.shtml 

The National Literacy Trust is an independent charity dedicated to improving literacy in the UK. Its website has a wealth of information and resources on literacy in general. The Literacy Trust - http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/Update/after.html 

A DfES website offering information on all aspects of study support includign guidance on establishing and managing study support activities, good practice and how study support can help imrpvoe attainment, behaviour and attendance: 

http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/studysupport/
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