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Public/Private Ventures is a national nonprofit organization
that seeks to improve the effectiveness of social policies and
programs. P/PV designs, tests and studies initiatives that
increase supports, skills and opportunities of residents

of low-income communities; works with policymakers to

see that the lessons and evidence produced are reflected

in policy; and provides training, technical assistance and
learning opportunities to practitioners based on documented
effective practices.
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This report draws from the lessons P/PV has
learned from a deeply invested community of after-
school practitioners, administrators, practitioners,
funders and influential stakeholders. This research
would not have been possible were it not for the
steadfast commitment, patience and largesse of
each individual listed below.

The William Penn Foundation’s generous support
of P/PV’s Philadelphia Beacons evaluation and
the thoughtful guidance of Candace Bell and Jean
Hunt made this report possible.

We are indebted to the staff at the Philadelphia
Beacon Centers and their managing agent, Phila-
delphia Safe and Sound, for their steadfast support
of this research. The following individuals played
leadership roles in guiding the research: Atiya
Abney, Ann Bernbaum, Marsha Crawford, Vicki
Ellis, Frank Franklin, Naomi Gubernick, Germaine
Ingram, JoAnn Lawer, Dwight Leevy, Charlie Lyons,
Anne Shenberger and Zelda White.

We owe sincerest thanks to the Beacon directors
and program coordinators who facilitated our regu-
lar research site visits and assisted with our survey
efforts. Special thanks go to program administrators
at the five Beacon Centers featured most promi-
nently in this report. The following are impres-

sive leaders, committed to addressing the needs
and interests of young people living throughout
Philadelphia’s neighborhoods: Jackie Ajose, Monica
Ellis, Patricia Harris, Kenyatta Livingston, Needa
Musitief, Inez Ramos, Ann Marie Schultz, Anthony
Singleton, Kasey Thompson and Faith Willoughby.
We are thankful to seven additional Beacon direc-
tors for facilitating our first-year introduction to the
Philadelphia Beacons: Teresa Dimitri, Walter Har-
ris, Natalie Jones, Amy Malkemes, Richelle Phillips,
Erik Teemer and Michael White.

At the Philadelphia Health Management Corpora-
tions, Frank Clifford, Amy Freedlander and Howard
Kahlenberg generously assisted in the sharing of
Beacon participation data, featured in Chapter 1.
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Many individuals are to be thanked for their
involvement in the data collection, analysis and
writing of this report. Paul Adorno and Marshall
Gorodetzer at Foundations Inc. served as expert
consultants to the project, assisting in numerous
activity observations. Rhe McLaughlin provided sup-
portive oversight of their work. Jane Feinberg, from
Princeton University, generously assisted with data
collection as well.

Three leaders in the after-school field kindly agreed
to review our first formal draft of the report. Jac-
guelynne Eccles, Reed Larson and Tom Weisner
played pivotal roles in strengthening the report’s
framing, content and methodological integrity.
P/PV researchers Shawn Bauldry, Talease Cleveland,
Lisa Gale, Nikki Johnson, Lisandra Lamboy and
Jennifer McMaken were integral to data collection
and analysis. Michelle Wallhagen provided ongoing
administrative support. Wendy McClanahan offered
instrumental support throughout the project’s
development. Amy Arbreton, Fred Davie, Karen
Walker and Grace Cannon’s tenured understanding
of after-school programming and their incisive feed-
back on various drafts helped bring the report to
completion. Joe Tierney deserves special thanks for
his early leadership of P/PV’s research.

Jana Moore’s consistently strong and incisive hand
in editing several early drafts is deeply appreci-
ated. Her nimble understanding of the report’s
leading issues and sage ability to craft words, facts
and ideas into compelling text proved invaluable.
Chelsea Farley is to be credited for the expert
copyediting (with assistance from Edward Moran
and Heidi Jacobs) and for her leadership of the
report’s design and dissemination. We thank Malish
& Pagonis for what proves to be a thoughtful and
innovative publication design—were it not for a
report’s packaging, the words within would often
risk limited reach.
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midst a national push to establish
standards for quality after-school programs, the field
is working harder than ever to articulate the ingre-
dients of high-quality activities. This report aims to
build on existing knowledge about what constitutes
engaging after-school programs in which youth of
all ages learn and grow. The study was designed
to detail key activity characteristics linked to youth
engagement and learning and to provide instructors
with a road map for how to create engaging learning
environments in after-school programs. Specifically,
we examined three related questions:

e What conditions lead youth to want to attend the
activity?

¢ What aspects of an after-school activity, such as
the staff’s behaviors and the activity’s structure,
lead youth to be highly engaged?

¢ What conditions lead youngsters to feel they have
learned in an activity?

We addressed these issues by examining youth’s
experiences in five of Philadelphia’s Beacon Cen-
ters. Beacon Centers are school-based community
centers, providing a range of services to all commu-
nity members and emphasizing after-school oppor-
tunities for youth. Every Beacon has two goals:
First, they function as community resource centers
for families and adults by offering services such as
parenting groups, English as a Second Language
classes and medical and mental-health referrals.
Second, they seek to provide academic enrichment
for youth, as well as leadership opportunities, recre-
ational and cultural arts activities and employment
training, with after-school activities serving as the
cornerstone of this youth programming.

In 2002, the City of Philadelphia opened 10 Beacon
Centers, and by 2004, 24 centers were strategically
located in high-need neighborhoods. The centers
are overseen by a managing agent, Philadelphia Safe
and Sound, and every center is individually operated
by a lead agency located in each neighborhood.

During school year 2004-05, F/PV collected three
types of data at the five Beacons. We surveyed youth
to collect rich data on the youngsters’ perceptions
of various activities—including, for example, how
interested participants were in the activity, how
engaged and challenged they felt, and how much
they thought they learned—as well as information
on the staff’s interaction with the participants and
their behavior in the activities. We surveyed staff to
examine what types of staff, in terms of their past
experiences, training and demographic profiles, are
best able to execute various components of quality.
Through activity observations, we also focused on
adult/youth and peer relationships, instructional
and presentation methods, behavior management,
youth decision-making and youth input to further
describe what occurred in each activity.

In total, we collected 402 youth surveys and 45 staff
surveys, and we conducted 50 activity observations.t
Additionally, to explore the issues of staff practices
and activity quality more deeply, we conducted
open-ended interviews with 16 instructors whom
F/PV staff had identified as “strong” during our
observations. Site staff also identified 22 teen partic-
ipants for us to interview about what they thought
made a strong instructor.

Because this study is not designed to measure pro-
gram impacts, we did not directly measure how
much the participants learned. Alternatively, we
have concentrated on understanding what staff
characteristics, instructional practices and activity
components contribute to engaging educational
activities from the youth’s perspective.

Based on our quantitative analysis, the two most
important things staff can do to increase engage-
ment and learning are to effectively manage groups
in ways that ensure youth feel respected by both the
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adults and other youth, and to positively support
the young people and their learning process. The better
these tasks were done, the more deeply youth engaged
and the more they felt they got out of activities.

Group management is one of the most important
factors in promoting youth engagement, learning,
enjoyment and regular participation. When youth
of all ages rated an activity as well managed, they
reported getting more out of the activity at each
step in the learning process: They enjoyed the activ-
ity more, were more engaged in the day’s tasks and
in turn felt that they learned more than youth in
less well-managed activities.

Our observations of activities revealed many suc-
cessful strategies for managing groups. Four sim-
ple behavior-management techniques surfaced as
particularly effective: 1) setting reasonable ground
rules; 2) providing ongoing positive reinforcement
through encouragement and praise; 3) being con-
sistent and fair in reinforcing expectations; and 4)
remaining firm, but not harsh, when ground rules
were broken. Ultimately, good instructors provide
just enough structure to help activities run well,
and remain calm and consistent when presented
with challenges.

Positive adult support is critical to enhancing

youth learning and engagement. Youth who experi-
enced positive adult support enjoyed their experi-
ence more, felt more engaged and perceived they
learned more than those who experienced less adult
support. Engagement and perceived learning for
students of all age groups were similarly affected by
adult support. However, students’ desire to come
to the activity and their level of enjoyment were
affected differently by adult support, depending on
the students’ age. Among middle and high school
youth, positive adult support increased their desire
to attend an activity. This is an important result
given that low after-school participation rates are

a chronic problem among older youth. The level
of enjoyment was most highly associated with adult
support among middle school youth.

Our observations of the Philadelphia Beacons

bore out the importance of both emotional and
instructional support. Beacon instructors expressed
emotional support for youngsters by forging trust-
ing relationships somewhat similar to friendships or
tutorships, learning about youth culture, allowing
for informal socializing and taking the time to talk
with individual youth when special needs arose.
Effective instructional support occurred through
careful one-on-one instruction; it challenged youth
to move beyond their current skill levels by attempt-
ing new tasks and provided balanced feedback that
included a mix of positive reinforcement and
critical assessments of progress.

Our guantitative analysis did not find a direct link
between peer affiliation or cooperative peer learning
and participants’ level of engagement or their per-
ceived level of learning. However, we did find that
the more participants reported that staff encouraged
them to work together, the more youth enjoyed the
activity and the more they wanted to return.

The effects of cooperative peer learning did not differ
by age. However, the effects of peer affiliation did.
Among elementary school children, the more par-
ticipants liked their peers, the more they felt they
learned. Among middle school youth, the more they
liked their peers, the more they wanted to attend the
activity. For high school teens, liking peers played no
role in any of the four variables (engagement, learn-
ing, enjoyment and desire to attend).

Through our activity observations, we saw how Bea-
con instructors played three key roles in facilitating
positive peer interactions. First, they modeled and
set the tone for positive social interactions across
the group, intervening as needed to ensure that

all youth got along. Second, they brought youth
together to work on projects collaboratively by
placing them into pairs or small groups. Third,
they placed youth in formal peer tutoring and
mentoring relationships whereby youth with greater
expertise were asked to guide more novice partici-
pants through a task.
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The more input or voice participants felt they had
in shaping an activity, the more engaged they felt
and the more they liked the activity. However, in
this study we did not find a correlation between
participants’ perceptions of having input and their
perceived learning or their desire to attend an
activity. Nonetheless, other studies have found that
youth input appears to strengthen both engage-
ment and enjoyment, which is important because
these factors may lead to stronger participation
and increase the likelihood of positive outcomes
for youth (Weiss et al. 2005; Herrera and Arbreton
2003; Walker and Arbreton 2004). In our study of
the Beacon centers, the positive association between
youth’s level of enjoyment and engagement and
how much input they felt they had was similar
across age groups.

Youth input in the form of “youth voice and
choice” was most obvious in our observations of
18 activities specifically designed for high school
students. Making youth-driven activities effective at
the high school level requires considerable skill
on the part of instructors. Our observations
revealed a common threefold pattern to success-
ful integration of youth input. First, instructors
began by setting clear expectations about the type
of youth input and direction required to complete
a task. Second, instructors removed themselves
from the decision-making process, granting con-
siderable responsibility to youth to craft their own
unique project or solution. Third, instructors
stepped back in to recognize progress and support
next steps for carrying the project to completion.

About half of the interviewed staff said they encour-
aged youth input and made their session plans flex-
ible enough for changes, while the other half did

so only occasionally. In describing the challenges of
integrating youth input, instructors noted that the
time they had to teach a skill, both during the ses-
sion and across the total number of sessions, limited
their ability to incorporate input. Instructors who
described feeling pressed to get through a certain

body of material suggested that they either did not
recognize or ignored opportunities for input. Addi-
tional support around how best to integrate youth
input may be useful to some instructors.

After-school and out-of-school-time programs are
extremely diverse—not only in focus, location and
the types of youth they serve, but also in terms of
guality. Some are engaging learning environments
that teach life and social skills, athletic skills and
academic skills, while others remain little more
than supervised care. While all program directors,
families and funders aspire for programs to be
the former, it has not always been clear what staff
should do to improve program quality and create
effective learning environments. This study and
others are beginning to make headway in identify-
ing the key features, such as good group manage-
ment and positive adult support of learning. Now
funders, parents and program operators must

all step up to the plate. Program staff must focus
intensively on adopting high-quality instructional
methods. To this end, directors must dedicate more
time to supervising and coaching their staff. Most
importantly, the public and funders have to recog-
nize that quality costs money. Programs can only
improve if someone pays for the extra time that
guality-enhancing measures entail.

Summary Endnote

1 For the youth, this was 90 percent of youth attending the identi-
fied activities at the time of the survey. For staff, the response
rate was 60 percent.
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