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Eight-year-old Victoria, with hands on hips and chin stuck up, defiantly said, “No
mom, | want to stay for After-School Club. I don’t care about the dentist.” Her mother
patiently responded by telling Victoria, “I know you want to stay but we have to leave
now or we will be late for our appointment.” The little girl, seeming to know from
experience that her mother would not budge, stomped her foot as she began leaving the
school saying, “T hate when [ have to miss After-School Club!”

This is an interaction between a mother and her daughter that I witnessed over
two years ago when I first became involved with after-school programs. While most of us
might choose many things over a trip to the dentist, I was nonetheless impressed by
Victoria’s desire to attend After-School Club and her dramatic responses. However, I did
not yet understand the value and importance that the program had for the school, the
community, the families, and most importantly for each individual student. I was naive
concerning the programs ability and obligation to “engage. guide, energize, and motivate
students to produce their own successes” (Epstein, 1995, p.702). But now, looking back
on my experiences with those children, I know that the After-School Club program was
an important part of their lives and of mine.

Epstein (1995) suggests that a primary concern of schools and programs should be
the family. However, this does not mean that they only support the family concerning
their children’s academic success. Good schools and good programs will find ways to
support the home environment as well. This raises the question that is the focus of my
project, concerning the role of after-school programs in this subject: What influence do

after-school programs have on family or parent involvement with their children at home?

By reviewing the literature and talking with a parent, I was able to better understand how




After School Programs 3

these programs can effectively support the home and family environment. I feel that this
project had an influential impact on my teaching philosophy and practices concerning
family involvement in my classroom, supporting the home environment, and other school
and community programs.
Review of Literature

This review of literature is divided into two parts. Because this project is designed
to examinc the link between after-school programs and parental involvement in
children’s learning, the first part discusses after-school programs including some
components such as creating positive relationships and academic or enrichment activities.
The second part discusses parent involvement.
Afier School Programs

After-school programs provide children with safe places to be during after-school
hours when their parents might not be home (Kugler, 2001). One study estimated that,
after the regular school day, 14 million children are left unsupervised in the United States
(Trends & Transitions, 2006). The U.S. Department of Education had a similar estimate
of 8 to 15 million unsupervised children after school. This is most often the result of the
parents’ employment outside of the home. However, these startling statistics show the
need our society has for after school care.

Youth crime reports also create a societal concern. During the hours of 2:00 to
6:00p.m, children are more likely to be involved in juvenile crime or be victims of non-
family violent crime. When children are left alone for these long periods of time they are

more likely to become bored and engage in high-risk activities (Kugler, 2001). These

activities include involvement with violence, delinquency, and substance abuse (Riggs &
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Greenberg, 2004; Trends & Transitions, 2006). Thus, many researchers agree that the
statistics of parents in the workforce show the critical reality that our communities have
“a greater need for adult-supervised activities after-school” (Gayl 2004, p.2).

Politicians and community leaders see after-school programs as a solution to the
growth of these social and educational problems, especially in low-income areas. In
1998. Mayor Thomas Menino announced the Boston 2:00 to 6:00 Initiative which would
provide quality after school activities in any neighborhood for any child that wanted to
participate (Halpern 2003, p.87). Many believe that because of the increased number of
unsupervised children, after-school programs have become a necessity in communities
nationwide because of the programs ability to provide a safe place for children to be
(Kugler, 2001).

Positive Relationships

After-school programs also present opportunities for children to enjoy positive
rclationships with other students and adults (Kugler, 2001). Children need to have
positive experiences with their peers and adults. After-school program leaders can
“provide companionship, direction, practical help, and emotional support that make a real
difference to children” (Belle 1999, p.114). Children that may come from an unsteady
home environment or background need to learn coping skills including how to build
strong and positive relationships with others. When dealing with environmental factors
such as violence or neglect, Brooks states that children need “at least one stable
emotional relationship with a caregiver who serves as a model of coping” (2001, p.329).

She continues to develop this thought by introducing how schools and community

programs can help children develop these relationships. When children have acquired
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these skills, they will be more capable of building positive relationships into adulthood.
Brooks states:
When children experience trustworthy care that encourages independence,
competence, and a positive sense of identity unburdened with excessive shame
and guilt, then as adults they can commit themselves [to others]. From these
childhood experiences, parents internalize a working model of how people relate
to one another, how trustworthy others are, and how much control one has over
interactions with other people. This internal model influences how parents
perceive their children and interact with them (p.57).
Community after-school programs can provide children with those relationships. The
programs can be “havens from the academic pressures of schools, where children can
learn social skills and develop mentors and role models to help them in their difficult
circumstances™ (Bodily & Beckett 2005, p.xii). Gayl states that “the adult supervision
inherent in after-school programs helps children develop more meaningful ties with
responsible adults, which research has shown to be beneficial for young people™ (2004,
p.4). Therefore, it could be said that the quality of the staff at after-school programs
relates to the quality or level of influence that the programs have on the development of
the children involved.
Many studies have shown the great impact that staft members can have on after-
school participants. Kugler states that “successful programs are often staffed by people
who have worked in them many years” and therefore “have the trust of the students and

their families” (2001, p.46-47). Other characteristics of high-quality staff include being

attentive to and aware of children’s needs, helping students obtain a strong sense of self,
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continually practicing efficient behavior management skills, and also being responsive to
events or circumstances that need immediate attention and support (Mahoney, et al.,
2005a; Riggs & Greenberg, 2004). Surprisingly, it has been found that in many programs
the staff tend to hold a college degree or are actively pursuing a degree at the time of their
employment (Mahoney, et al., 2005b; Kugler, 2001). This dedication to their own
education may be a supportive factor as to the quality of character and commitment that
these after-school leaders show for the children in their programs.

However, it is clear that no matter the ethnicity, gender, or economic status of the
staff. it is critical that all members are continually working together as a team to create a
“comprehensive program that involves all families” and continues as the individual
children grow-up and progress through the grades (Epstein 1995, p.707). The
interactions between the adult leaders and the children will have a strong influence on the
relationships that are built and supported between the children themselves and also their
families. More specifically, the relations between the children are highly controlled by
the environment and the models that the leaders ereate in the program. Thus, it is
apparent that positive relationships in childhood create a foundation for future
interactions and associations. It is critical for after-school programs to support that
development.
Learning and Enrichment

In addition to supervision and social opportunities, after-school programs provide
children with supplementary learning and enrichment activities (Kugler, 2001 ). Recent

research brought to light a correlation between after-school programs and academic

success (Mahoney, Lord, & Carryl, 2005b). It was found that children participating in an
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after-school program showed higher achievement at the end of the year, specifically in
reading. This group was compared with children who were placed in a variety of other
after-school arrangements other than the particular after-school program. Teachers also
perceived that the children participating in the after-school program had higher
expectations for their success than did the children receiving alternative care. This study
shows the ability of after-school programs to successfully promote academic achievement
in their participants.

The first area that most after-school programs focus on is the academics, as most
are designed to provide help with the completion of homework (Kugler, 2001). This
homework help comes in many shapes and forms depending on the specific needs of the
students at each after-school site. Individual tutoring, mentoring groups, and volunteer
teachers are just a few examples of how children can be supported academically after
school.

Enrichment activities are usually the second focus of after-school programs.
However, each program will vary concerning the extra activities it provides for the
students. Epstein (1995) states, “Good programs will look different in each site, as
individual schools tailor their practices to meet the needs and interests, time and talents,
ages and grade levels of students and their families” (p.704). Examples of various
opportunities that might be available to children after school include nutrition programs,
extra library hours, technology instruction, service groups, athletic participation,

enrichment clubs, and music or art classes. Each of these activities provides students with

extra-learning opportunities that are not easily found during the regular school day. After-
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school programs give the students the opportunity for achievement and success in areas
outside of the academic realm.
Parent Involvement at Home

After having children “parents are no longer the same individuals they were. A
whole new role begins, and they start a new way of life” (Brooks 2001, p.1). This means
that parents and children encounter a new life together, walking side-by-side exploring
the many opportunities and experiences that are presented. Children learn new skills,
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors from their parents, who in turn either reinforce or
discourage those characteristics. Parents help children to demonstrate their abilities and
practice new skills. Nevertheless, as children grow and develop, their parents cannot be
constant in their supervision and involvement in each child’s life due to work or other
outside responsibilities. Knowing that schools have the most influence in a child's life.
only second to the home, it is understandable that children “make the most progress when
they have the active understanding, support, and involvement of adults at home and in
school™ (Cohen, 2003. p.37). Parents ultimately will need support from others for their
tamily’s well-being and success.

In raising children, parents have many objectives and responsibilities. Brooks
(2001) outlines three main goals that most parents work to achieve concerning their
children, which are “(1) ensuring the physical health and survival of the child, (2)
preparing the child to become an economically self-sustaining adult, and (3) encouraging

positive personal and social behaviors” (p.40). Because these parental goals parallel the

after-school program goals of a safe environment, positive relationships, and extended
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opportunities or experiences it is possible that after-school programs will influence
parental involvement.

Nevertheless, even though the goals of home and school are similar, it is critical
that both environments work together to ensure that those goals are actually being met.
“Most parents need help to know how to be productively involved in their children’s
education at each grade level. School programs and teacher practices to organize family
and school connections are ‘equalizers’ to help families who would not become involved
on their own” (Epstein & Dauber, 1991, p.290). Therefore it is the responsibility of
school organizations, such as after-school programs, to inform and educate parents on
how they can be more effective and involved in their child’s learning.

This involvement will not only be shown by having an interest and participation
in the child’s school day, but after-school programs can influence how the parents
involve themselves at home. Focusing specifically on an after-school program, the
children will usually return home with their assignments complete, which can create time
for more leisure or family-oriented activities. However, the after-school programs can
still “provide information and ideas to families about how to help students at home with
homework and other curriculum-related activities, decisions, and planning™ (Epstein,
1995, p.704). Another practice to increase parent involvement is to include the parents in
decisions concerning their child. Creating committees or councils could achieve this
inclusion with parent leaders that discuss the safety, curriculum, and personnel in the
after-school program. Active organizations such as this will allow the parents to be more

aware of their child’s progress during after school hours and also what they can do at

home to support that progression.
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The Project

Most parents strive to help their children be safe and healthy, and become self-
sustaining adults who have positive personal and social behaviors. These goals parallel
the general after-school program goals to create a safe environment, positive social
relationships, and extended learning opportunities or experiences. Thus it is possible that
after-school programs will influence parental involvement. The purpose of this project is
to learn more about how children’s after-school programs influence that parental
involvement. For the completion of this project, I interviewed one parent who currently
has a child attending an after-school program.

The Project Setting

The project was conducted in a K-5 school in Utah. The student population was
primarily white and middle class.
Procedure

Many parents were asked to participate in this study. However, only one parent,
whom [ will refer to as Susan for this study. was willing to be interviewed. Susan is
married and works full-time, as does her husband. The family is Caucasian and middle
class. They have two children, one in preschool and the other in first grade. The daughter
in first grade is attending an after-school program for the first time.

Data collection consisted of an interview with Susan shortly after her daughter
started attending the after-school program. Questions were open-ended in order to best
obtain her perspectives. The interview took place in October 2006 and also included
follow-up through electronic mail (See appendix A for interview protocols.)

Data Collection
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Homework Help, (3) Enrichment Activities, and (4) Social Interaction. As a result of this
process. | expanded and added to my review of the literature.
Work Schedules

Today, more adults are entering the workforce than ever before. In 2002. an
cstimated 68 percent of families with children in the United States of America had both
parents working. Women, who traditionally did not work full-time years ago, now make
up 47 percent of our country’s labor force (Office of the Press Secretary, 2004). This
means that 18.4 million families have both parents working outside of the home and their
children need somewhere or someone to be with after school. Mahoney, Larson, and
Eccles (2005a) state that:

The entry of many more women into the workforce over the past 30 years has

changed American family life dramatically, and the public response to these

changes has been insufficient. Many schools do not offer youth enough after-
school alternatives to hanging out on street corners or staying in unsupervised

homes (p.421).

Children need someplace to g0 when school is over and someone to supervise
their activities. Parents have many options available to them including babysitters, day
cares, family members homes, religious groups, or other community sponsored programs.
Government supported after-school programs provide another choice for parents. These
programs serve as “‘an important protective function” by being held “responsible for the

well-being of children during the after-school hours” (Riggs & Greenberg 2004, p.180).

Therefore, since parents expect their children to be in a protected and safe environment
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Therefore, the academic support that after-school programs offer will not only help
children complete immediate assignments but also will affect the child’s attitude and
view towards learning in their future academic careers.

In making the decision concerning where her child should go after school, Susan
recognized the important influence that the academic focus of the after-school program
had while looking at options for child care. She was pleased with the program and
acknowledged the leaders ability and willingness to help the children complete their
homework and also any extra projects or tasks that needed to be done for school. “I think
it’s great,” Susan mentioned. “They’re doing homework...and they obviously like it.”
During the interview, she also commented on how helpful and convenient it is for the
family to finally arrive home after work and be able to spend quality time with each other
since the child’s homework is already complete.

Enrichment Activities

Aside from the academic focus of after-school programs. the enrichment activities
provided are also a major component of a program’s appeal and ability to maintain
participants. Some programs may lean more towards the enrichment or extra-learning
opportunities rather than having a strong emphasis on the academics. It depends on the
design of the program and it’s goals to enhance a child’s development in a specific area
(Riggs & Greenberg, 2004). Programs may offer a variety of activities including art,
music, athletics, service, etc. or they may focus on one area or extracurricular activity
specifically. In a recent survey, it was found that parents and the program participants
believed that a primary purpose of after-school programs is to provide cultural and

enrichment opportunities as well as recreational activities (Riggs & Greenberg). Each
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“interacting with older kids™ and other students from school were apparent in the
discussion. The program provides the opportunity for many social experiences and
connections that cannot be found during the school day or at home. Susan knew that the
interactions with other children in a different environment are a critical part of her child’s
growth and social development.

During the interview, Susan also mentioned that she is “one hundred percent
happy with the leaders™ that work in the after-school program. The structure that they
provide and also the stable foundation created through trust and respect is a constant need
in a child’s life. When asked how the children feel about and respond towards the leaders.
Susan replied, “The kids just love them!” She explained how her daughter loves the
program and at the end of the day will often refuse to go home. The reason for this was
believed to be the positive impact that the after-school leaders have on the children.
There is a “"good bond™ between the leaders and the participants of the program, which is
recognized by Susan. She knows that her child is well taken care of in the after-school
program.

Personal Reflection

This research and study was very useful to me as a teaching professional. Through
the process of reviewing literature, data collection, and data analysis I have learned that
research is a very informative yet unpredictable task. When beginning my project, 1
decided upon a focus or topic and what I thought would be good procedures to conduct
interviews and gather data. However, I learned that there were many factors that I did not
take into consideration such as after-school program beginning dates, accessibility to

program participants and parents, and also the willingness of parents to volunteer for
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Although Susan’s child had a positive experience in her after-school program.
there 1s not enough evidence to suggest that this influence effected parent involvement at
home, which was the proposed focus of this study. Susan did recognize the benefits that
her child has experienced thus far from being involved in the after-school program
including the environment, the social development, and the academic support. Even
though Susan considers the attitude or personality of her daughter as “outgoing” and
“friendly,” she does not believe that this is result of positive interactions or experiences in
the after-school program. Thus, these positive behaviors found at home were not
necessarily contributed to the child’s participation in the program although it was noted
that an increase in such behaviors could be a result in the future. Susan could not identify
any attitudes or behaviors that were influenced by program involvement and then
manifested at home. When asked if the program influenced the parent-child interactions
or relationships at home, she believed that any characteristics found were already present
before her daughter ever participated in the program.

While after-school program participation may influence a child’s behavior and
success, 1t 1s not clear how far that influence can stretch into the home environment.
Susan made it evident that although she appreciates and supports the goals and attributes
of quality after-school programs, she does not see the influence of the program past
5:00PM. Further, to determine more clearly how after-school programs can positively
effect the involvement of parents with their children at home, more interviews and

continued research would need to take place.
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Appendix A
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Interview Protocol

Parents with Children Enrolled in After-School Program:

I.. What was your rationale for enrolling your child in the after-school program?

2. How do you think the program will benefit (has benefited) your child?

Lo

What do you expect to learn (have you learned) regarding appropriate home
activities?

4. Do you expect (has) your child to develop some important relationships through
the after-school program?
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