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Abstract
Although organized activities (OAs) have been established as important contexts of development, limited work has examined the role of OAs across the
high school transition in buffering adolescents’ social adjustment by providing
opportunities for visibility and peer affiliation. The transition to high school is
characterized by numerous changes and OAs may provide an important setting for establishing and maintaining peer relationships during this tumultuous time. This study included 151 8th grade U.S. students (58% male) who
were assessed across the transition to high school (spring of 8th and 9th
grade). Continuous involvement in academic activities across the transition
and becoming involved (i.e., initiation) in community/service activities following the transition was associated with fewer depressive symptoms in the spring
of 9th grade. Continuous involvement in sports and initiation of academic
activities was associated with having more friendships. In addition, links
between OAs and loneliness were only evident among females. There appear to
be significant social benefits for OA involvement. © 2013 Wiley Periodicals,
Inc.
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Introduction

D

elineating processes of continuity and change is a fundamental
issue for the field of developmental psychology. Transitions from
one developmental stage to another (e.g., middle childhood to
adolescence) or one context to another (e.g., middle school to high school)
present unique opportunities to examine these processes, and have long
been thought of as providing opportunities for growth as well as potential
risks to adaptation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend,
1974; Schulenberg, Sameroff, & Cicchetti, 2004). Developmental psychology has focused primarily on how adults and adult-led institutions, such
as schools, may influence a youth’s social adjustment across transitions
(Zimmer-Gemback & Kindermann, 2010). Of considerable interest though
is how self-selected contexts, such as organized activities (OA), might contribute to adjustment across a transition. Although organized activities are
largely recognized as an important context of development, virtually nothing is known about how staying involved in activities across a transition
(i.e., continuity) may influence social adjustment. Furthermore, the transition to high school (i.e., moving from middle to high school) may be a
particularly important time to examine social adjustment given the difficulties that can arise at this point in development.
The transition to high school typically involves not only moving to
schools that are larger in size with increased enrollments, but often also
includes lower levels of support and increased expectations for autonomy
and responsibility (Cantin & Boivin, 2004; Eccles, 2004). For some adolescents, this transition is marked by drops in self-esteem as well as
increases in depression and psychological distress (Barber & Olsen, 2004;
Chung, Elias, & Schneider, 1998; Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman, &
Midgley, 1991). The transition can also lead to the disruption of already
established peer groups and networks, undermining group acceptance and
friendships for some adolescents (Bukowski & Newcomb, 1984; Cantin &
Boivin, 2004; Hardy, Bukowski, & Sippola, 2002; Hirsch & Dubois, 1992).
These disruptions come at a critical point in development when friendships and social acceptance are particularly salient (Berndt, 1982; O’Brien
& Bierman, 1988). In addition, during this point in development, the
amount of time and effort that is spent engaged in peer-related activities
increases (Ellis, Rogoff, & Cromer, 1981), and the broad influence that
peer relationships have on adolescents’ functioning across social domains
is heightened (Berndt, 1989; Parker & Asher, 1987).
Despite researchers’ speculations regarding the importance of peer
relationships during this time and the potential social challenges and
opportunities inherent in the transitioning to high school, only one study
has examined social adjustment across this transition. Cillessen and Mayeux (2007) found that being well-liked and popular with peers prior to
the high school transition was predictive of higher self-perceptions of
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad

ORGANIZED ACTIVITIES & SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT ACROSS HIGH SCHOOL TRANSITION

59

social adjustment following the transition. Although this study suggested
that pre-transition social success may lead to better post-transition social
adjustment, the mechanism by which social adjustment was supported
was not examined. The current study was designed to address several
questions regarding the relevance of organized activities for social adjustment following the transition to high school. First, we examined whether
adolescents’ continuous involvement in organized activities (OAs) across
the transition to high school or initiation of involvement in new OAs following the transition might promote better social adjustment. Next, we
considered whether different patterns and types of organized activity
involvement were more important for boys’ social adjustment as compared
to girls. Finally, we tested whether peer status serves as the mechanism
linking OAs to two forms of adjustment (i.e., depressive symptoms and
loneliness) across the transition (see Figure 1). Only a few studies to date
have considered whether peers mediate associations between OAs and
development (see Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003; Fredricks &
Eccles, 2005), and these primarily focus on the nature of one’s peer group
(i.e., how prosocial they are) rather than one’s peer status (i.e., how popular and well-liked an individual is).
Organized activities (OAs) provide a context in which adolescents
can interact with like-minded peers, which may prove beneficial to their
social adjustment in numerous ways. Given the challenges faced when
making the transition to high school, maintaining involvement in an
activity that an adolescent already identifies with and is connected to
peers through (i.e., continuity) may facilitate better adjustment. Staying
involved may represent a source of constancy and stability during a period
of significant change. Involvement in OAs may also provide adolescents
with a smaller setting within the larger school context in which to feel
socially accepted and satisfied at a particular point in development in

Figure 1. Peer Status as Mediators Between Organized Activity
Involvement and Depressive Symptoms and Loneliness
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which these feelings of acceptance may be especially salient (e.g., Berndt,
1982). Indeed, in one study of high school students, greater duration of
OA involvement was associated with lower levels of loneliness among
adolescents (Randall & Bohnert, 2009), while a second study found that
the benefits of OA involvement for social acceptance and depression were
evident at moderate but not high levels of involvement (Randall & Bohnert, 2011).
With the move to a new and usually larger school, adolescents also
likely find that continued participation in particular OAs leads to involvement with a familiar as well as a new set of peers, creating a context in
which to both maintain old friendships while developing new ones. This
premise was supported by recent work by Schaefer, Simpkins, Vest, and
Price (2011) who indicated that activity involvement served to both
develop and maintain friendships. Notably, adolescents themselves frequently mention friendship acquisition as a benefit of activity participation (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003; Patrick et al., 1999). Moreover,
involvement in these activities appears to promote interpersonal skill
development (e.g., teamwork and social skills; Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003; Patrick et al., 1999) that might further support the growth of
friendships over time. Adolescents’ indicate that friendships that occur
within an activity context are characterized by greater intimacy and fellowship as a result of their mutual participation (Patrick et al., 1999), suggesting that these relationships are stronger and more likely to be
maintained over time.
In addition to facilitating friendships, participation in organized activities may promote social status within the school by enhancing adolescents’ visibility and peer standing. Teachers rated students as being more
popular if they were consistently involved in school-based organized activities during adolescence (Mahoney, Cairns, & Farmer, 2003). To date, only
one study has relied on peer ratings to examine how involvement in OAs
affects peer status. Eder and Kinney’s (1995) longitudinal study of middle
school students found that while popularity was largely stable across middle school, involvement in highly visible activities (e.g., basketball for
males and cheerleading for females) contributed to the greatest increases
in popularity, while participation in less visible activities (e.g., band) were
associated with decreases in popularity. Similarly, participating in certain
athletic activities (e.g., football, basketball, wrestling for boys and cheerleading for girls) was associated with increases in social preference (i.e.,
how well-liked you are) across middle school. These findings suggest that
involvement in particular types of organized activities may be associated
with increases in peer status across middle school. In addition, these findings highlight that boys and girls appear to value different activities in part
because perhaps they recognize that certain types of OAs are more likely
to enhance their social reputation and visibility whereas other OAs may
not. Other studies have reported differential effects of OA involvement on
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adjustment for boys versus girls (Denault & Poulin, 2008; Randall &
Bohnert, 2011). In addition, research suggests that girls often reap
more social and emotional benefits from activity participation than boys
(Fredricks & Eccles, 2008; Simpkins, Eccles, & Becnel, 2008). Collectively, these findings suggest the importance of examining whether the
associations between OA involvement and social adjustment may vary
based on gender.
To date, only two studies have directly examined the effects of OA
involvement on social adjustment prior to and following a transition to a
new school context (see Bohnert, Aikins, & Edidin, 2007; Busseri et al.,
2011). In a longitudinal study of the transition to college, Bohnert et al.
(2007) found that more intense involvement in activities during the first
year of college was associated with better friendship quality, lower ratings
of loneliness, and lower social dissatisfaction for those emerging adults
with poor social adaptation before college. Busseri et al. (2011) also investigated OA involvement across the transition to college and found that
increases in breadth and intensity of OA involvement from high school to
college were associated with higher levels of perceived social support,
lower levels of depressive symptoms, and better overall adjustment to college. These findings suggest that maintaining levels of OA involvement
may promote better adjustment across the transition to college; however,
no study to date has considered whether adolescents’ social adjustment is
enhanced by staying involved in certain types of activities across a transition to a new school.
In addition to having a direct effect on social adjustment, this study
examined a mediational model in which organized activities promote better adjustment by facilitating better peer status (see Figure 1). Friendships
may provide a secure relationship base from which to comfortably explore
the new environment, and may foster greater competence and security in
meeting transition challenges. Previous research has demonstrated that
high quality friendships and peer acceptance prior to the junior high
school transition were predictive of more positive self-esteem, social selfperceptions, school integration, and overall adjustment following the
transition (Berndt, Hawkins, & Jian, 1999; Fenzel & Blyth, 1986; Wargo
Aikins, Bierman, & Parker, 2005). In addition, being well-liked and popular with peers prior to the high school transition also appears to facilitate
social adjustment across the high school transition (Cillessen & Mayeux,
2007). As such, we hypothesize that certain aspects of peer status (social
preference, perceived popularity, and friendship nominations) mediate the
relations between OAs and social adjustment including fewer depressive
symptoms and less loneliness for adolescents across the transition.
Assessing Activity Involvement. Maintaining involvement in a certain type of activity (e.g., swimming, band) requires both persistence
and dedication, and may be more important to consider than whether an
adolescent stays involved in any activity across a transition (Bohnert,
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Fredricks, & Randall, 2010). In addition, staying involved in the same
type of activities across a transition is likely to build on existing strengths
and help solidify both one’s social identity and existing peer relationships
(e.g., Eccles & Barber, 1999). Studies examining the benefits of ongoing
OA involvement have reported that more years of involvement in school
clubs, performing arts, and student government was associated with better
academic functioning, better psychological adjustment, and lower rates of
substance use (Fauth, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2007; Fredricks & Eccles,
2006). More years spent in sports was associated with better academic
functioning and psychological adjustment, but also higher rates of alcohol
use and delinquency (Broh, 2002; Fauth et al., 2007; Fredricks & Eccles,
2006).
One of the central premises of this chapter is that patterns of continuity (and discontinuity) in adolescents’ involvement in particular types of
OAs across the high school transition may be important to examine for a
number of reasons. Adolescents may be buffered from some of the negative consequences associated with the disruptions that characterize the
transition to high school by continuing their involvement in familiar
activities in which they may have a pre-existing or easily accessible peer
system. These OAs also may provide adolescents with opportunities for
peer affiliations and visibility that may advance their peer status within
the larger peer group. Given the challenges faced when making the transition to high school, it is hypothesized that maintaining involvement in an
activity that an adolescent already identifies with and is connected to peers
through (i.e., continuity) may facilitate better social outcomes than simply
getting involved in high school for the first time (i.e., initiation).
The Current Study. This longitudinal study used questionnaires and
well-validated peer nomination/sociometric procedures to examine: (1)
relations between patterns of continuity in activity involvement in five
widely recognized types of organized activities (i.e., religious, academic,
performance/arts, sports, and community/service) and social adjustment
across the transition to high school, (2) whether these relations are moderated by adolescents’ gender, and (3) whether peer status variables mediate the relation between patterns of activity involvement and depressive
symptoms and loneliness.

Method
Participants were 151 students (58% male; n = 88) who were part of a
larger longitudinal study. The original sample consisted of 279 8th grade
students aged 12–14 at the beginning of the study, who attended three
suburban middle schools in the Northeastern United States. These schools
ranged in per capita income from $35,087 to $77,794 (M = $58,465, SD
= $16,036). Of these 279 students, 54% (n = 128) did not have complete
activity data for 8th and 9th grade and therefore were not included in
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these analyses. The analytic sample was similar to the original sample on
all demographic variables with the exception of social preference and
friendship nominations which were higher at T1 (statistics are available
from the first author). In addition, peer nomination data was only available on a smaller subsample of the analytic sample (n = 77), and there
were no group differences between this smaller subsample and the overall
analytic sample. Participants reported information at Time 1 (spring of 8th
grade), and approximately 11 months later (Time 2: spring of 9th grade).

Measures
Multi-reporter and methods of measurement were used to obtain a broader
view of youth functioning and to avoid associations emerging as a result of
single method variance.
Peer Status. Peer nominations were used to examine three distinct
peer status variables: social preference, perceived popularity, and friendship nominations. Participating students were provided with an alphabetized list with names and codes for all grade mates in their school, and were
asked to select an unlimited number of peers who they “liked most” and
“liked least” (social preference), who were “most popular” and “least popular” (perceived popularity), and whom they considered friends (friendship nominations). For each question, nominations received were counted
and standardized within the reference group (the entire grade level of each
school). Continuous measures of perceived popularity and social preference were computed by subtracting the standardized number of liked least
or least popular votes received from the standardized number of liked
most or most popular votes. The difference scores obtained were standardized again to a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1 in the reference group.
Friendship nominations were summed and standardized within the grade.
Depressive Symptoms. Participants completed the Children’s
Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1992) to assess their level of depressive symptoms. The CDI is a widely used 27-item self-report measure that
includes affective, cognitive, motivational, and somatic symptoms of
depression. The item assessing suicidal ideation was not used in this study,
resulting in a 26-item scale. Mean scores were computed for each student,
with higher scores reflecting greater levels of depressive symptoms. Cronbach’s alpha for the CDI was .85.
Loneliness. To assess participant’s feelings of loneliness, they completed the Loneliness and Social Dissatisfaction Questionnaire (Asher &
Wheeler, 1985). This scale contains 16 items that assess feelings of loneliness versus satisfaction with current peer relationships and social support.
Mean scores of the 16 primary items were computed for each participant,
with higher scores reflecting greater feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction. Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was .77.
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad

64

ORGANIZED OUT-OF-SCHOOL ACTIVITIES: SETTINGS FOR PEER RELATIONSHIPS

Organized Activity Involvement. At both time points, participants
listed all the organized activities they were currently involved in. Each
participant received a dummy code (0/1) for 8th and 9th grade participation in each of five categories of activity involvement (i.e., religious, academic, performance/arts, sports, and community/service). Participants
who participated in at least one activity within each category at any point
received a score of 1 for that category.
Next, we coded patterns of involvement for each of the five categories
across the transition to high school. Participants who did not participate
in a given category at both times points (i.e., 8th grade = 0, 9th grade =
0) were coded as no involvement. Those individuals who participated in a
category prior to high school, but who no longer participated in this category in high school (i.e., 8th grade = 1, 9th grade = 0) were labeled desistors. Participants who did not participate in a given category prior to high
school, but who did participate in this category following the transition to
high school were labeled initiators (i.e., 8th grade = 0, 9th grade = 1).
Finally, participants who participated in a given category at both T1 and
T2 (i.e., 8th grade = 1, 9th grade = 1) were labeled as the continuously
involved group for that specific category of organized activity involvement.
There was significant variability in the number of participants falling
into each group of involvement (i.e., no involvement, desistors, initiators,
and continuously involved) based on activity category, with very low cell
sizes for certain groupings. Given this, we were unable to use the fourlevel coded conceptualization of involvement in the categories beyond
providing descriptive statistics. In addition, given our interest in examining the social adjustment outcomes associated with two particular patterns
of involvement (i.e., continuously involved and initiators), we created two
dummy variables for each of these patterns to represent whether a participant was an initiator or not and whether they were continuously involved or
not across the transition to high school.

Results
To examine associations between patterns of activity involvement and
social adjustment across the transition to high school and whether these
relations were moderated by gender, multiple regression equations were
estimated (i.e., Baron & Kenny, 1986; Holmbeck, 2002). Adolescents’ 8th
grade adjustment on the corresponding outcome variable and gender were
entered on the first step. The dummy codes for initiators and continuously
involved for each specific category were entered on step 2, followed by the
initiator by gender and continuously involved by gender interaction terms
on step 3. Analyses were run for each of the five types of activity involvement, and for each of the five social adjustment variables. When significant interactions were detected, post-hoc probing via tests of simple
slopes was conducted. In addition, mediation models were tested using
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bootstrapping to determine whether peer status in the spring of 9th grade
mediated the association between patterns of OA involvement in the
spring of 8th grade and depressive symptoms and loneliness assessed in
the spring of 9th grade (Hayes, 2009).
Descriptive Statistics. As shown in Table 1, social adjustment
remained relatively stable across the transition to high school. Paired samples t-tests revealed only two significant differences between 8th and 9th
grade levels of social adjustment, with significant decreases in loneliness,
t(149) = 16.02, p < .001, and increases in perceived popularity, t(76) =
−2.80, p = .007. Females and males had similar levels of social adjustment, but a greater percentage of females were continuously involved in
performance activities, χ2(1, N = 151) = 4.06, p = .04. The majority of
participants were continuously involved in at least one activity across the
transition to high school (95%). As shown in Figure 2, the highest levels
of continuity were found for sports and performance activities. For sports
only though, the vast majority of participants were continuously involved
across the transition to high school.
Relations Between Patterns of OA Involvement and Social
Adjustment. Adolescents who were continuously involved in academic
activities from 8th to 9th grade as well as those who initiated involvement
in community/service activities in 9th grade reported lower levels of
depressive symptoms (β = −.13, p = .037; β = −.20, p = .002, respectively). Adolescents who maintained involvement in sports from 8th to

Figure 2. Patterns of Activity Involvement Across the Transition to
High School
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9th grade as well those who got involved in academic activities in 9th
grade had more peers nominate them as friends (β = .27, p = .040; β =
.26, p = .015, respectively). No other significant main effects were found.
Gender as a Moderator of Relations Between Patterns of OA
Involvement and Social Adjustment. In two instances, the relations
between OA involvement and adjustment varied by gender. Continuity in
academic activities across the transition to high school was significantly
related to more loneliness for females (β = .34, p = .007), but was insignificant for males (β = −.09, p = .391). This suggests that adolescent
females who are continuously involved in academic activities from 8th to
9th grade experience elevated levels of loneliness following the transition
to high school. In contrast, continuity in sports was significantly associated with lower levels of loneliness among females (β = −.43, p = .001),
but not males (β = −.17, p = .093), indicating that adolescent females
who are continuously involved in sports experience lower ratings of loneliness in 9th grade. Gender was not a significant moderator in any additional analyses.
Peer Status as a Mediator of Relations Between OA Involvement
and Social Adjustment. None of the models examining peer status as a
mediator of the relation between patterns of OA involvement across the
transition to high school and social adjustment were significant. This suggests that enhanced peer status does not explain the association between
patterns of OA involvement across the transition to high school and
depressive symptoms and loneliness.

Discussion
The present investigation provided new insights into the role of organized
activities in facilitating social adjustment across developmental transitions. The transition to high school is thought to pose risks to adolescents’
social and emotional adjustment given the high degree of change and the
lack of support (e.g., Cantin & Boivin, 2004; Eccles, 2004). In fact, this
study suggests that adolescents who both initiate and stay involved in
organized activities across the transition to high school may experience
social and emotional benefits.
Continuous involvement in sports activities and the initiation of academic activities were both associated with having more friends following
the high school transition. Given the contextual, academic, and social
disruptions associated with the high school transition, it follows that
adolescents’ ability to remain engaged in activities over the course of
the transition may allow them to create for themselves a sense of order
within a system that is in disarray. Involvement in a sports activity that
involves a sense of camaraderie and the achievement of a goal through
teamwork may promote positive coping and facilitate peer affiliation
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(Eccles & Barber, 1999). Indeed, research to date has suggested that sports
participation through the high school years is predictive of greater feelings
of school engagement, better school performance, and increased selfesteem (Broh, 2002; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006) that in turn may lay the
groundwork for friendship formation.
Findings from this study suggested that adolescents were more likely
to initiate involvement in academic activities in high school than any
other kind of activity, perhaps suggesting the availability of this kind of
activity following the transition to high school. Some adolescents may find
a niche in academic activities that was unavailable during their middle
school years. Moreover, this study suggested that the initiation of academic activities contributed to higher rates of friendship nominations. As
such, it seems plausible that involvement in academically based activities
might provide a context for friendship formation among a group of youth
who may not have been involved in sports activities or other kinds of
activities that predominated the middle school context. In this sense, the
provision of a more diverse set of well-defined and elaborated activities
may create new opportunities for friendship formation among academically inclined adolescents.
In contrast to the positive consequences associated with initiating
participation in academic activities during high school, continued involvement in academic activities was associated with higher levels of loneliness
for adolescent girls. Perhaps girls who get involved at this time and maintain their participation in academic activities through high school may be
a more extreme or marginalized group given the limited availability of academic activities during middle school. Eder and Kinney (1995) suggest
that involvement in low status activities is associated with decreases in
popularity. Thus, it is possible that getting involved in an activity when
the visibility is very low and maintaining that involvement in an activity
leads to heightened social isolation particularly for girls who may be more
susceptible to the negative effects of being in a more marginalized peer
group at this point in development.
Results of this study also indicated that adolescent girls who continuously participated in sports activities experienced lower levels of loneliness and social dissatisfaction across the transition to high school. Female
athletes, more so than their male peers, have been found to focus on
the socio-emotional aspects of participation, placing greater emphasis
on the related benefits of participation such as camaraderie and identification with team members (Weiss & Frazer, 1995). Given girls’ greater
needs for relationships during adolescence (Cyranowski, Frank, Young, &
Shear, 2000), they may be more aware of and sensitive to the interpersonal
interactions and implications of their activity involvement. Indeed, prior
research suggests that girls often reap more social and emotional benefits
from activity participation than boys (Fredricks & Eccles, 2008; Simpkins
et al., 2008). Additionally, participation in activities such as sports
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frequently brings about high visibility within the peer group (Duda &
Ntoumanis, 2005; Eder & Kinney, 1995) that may dampen feelings of
loneliness and promote more satisfaction with peer experiences as well.
The higher rates of friendship nominations associated with certain
types and patterns of activity involvement may also be reflective of
homophily, which might be particularly salient during this time period
(e.g., Goodwin, Mrug, Borch, & Cillessen, 2012). The selection of partners who engage in similar behaviors or share similar attitudes is a particularly robust finding and points to the basic social-emotional satisfaction
and interpersonal ease that emerges from relationship choices based on
similarity (see review by McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). In this
manner, activity involvement allows for engagement with peers who adolescents believe are likely to enjoy the same things, be alike across a number of dimensions, and hold similar values. At a base level, by choosing
an activity to be involved in, adolescents know that they both enjoy that
activity; however, activity involvement may also be a proxy for other
characteristics that the activity demands, such as determination, competitiveness, or intelligence, that therefore may serve as common characteristics that are the basis for friendship selection. Observable similarities, such
as activity involvement, may be particularly salient following the transition when adolescents are trying to find their social place within the new
environment and may use evident characteristics such as activity involvement as indicators of broader individual characteristics. Adolescents may
use activity involvement as a means for friendship selection by either continuing those activities that they have enjoyed in the past or by initiating
involvement in new activities. Although selection effects were not directly
measured in this study, future research should examine whether other
similarities exist among youth who engage in these activities and serve as
the basis for friendship formation and maintenance that are derived from
adolescents’ involvement. One question for future inquiry is why some
types of activities seem to promote friendships while others may do so,
but to a lesser degree.
Although peer relationships take on increasing importance during
adolescence, parents continue to play an important role in adolescents’
lives. As such, the influence of continuous activity participation may also
in part be explained by parent involvement. While most parents provide
their children with heightened levels of school-related autonomy following the transition to high school (Falbo, Lein, & Amador, 2001), parents
of successful high school students have often taken an active role during
earlier school years in engaging their children in activities that might be
continued into the high school period (e.g. band, sports teams, academic
clubs; Falbo et al., 2001). By paying for lessons, supporting their practice,
and even pressuring their children to choose one type of activity versus
another parents may serve early on as “social architects,” shaping the
kinds of peers their children befriend and the kinds of experiences they
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are likely to have by influencing the kinds of organized activities they
engage in. These parents have also been found to play more active roles in
their children’s activities even at the high school level through activities
such as fund raising or chaperoning. In this manner, parents may get to
know school administrators and teachers who in turn may provide parents
with information about their children and may observe their children
engaging with their peers; all resulting in heightened levels of parental
monitoring which may contribute to lower levels of adjustment difficulties
as well as greater social facilitation.
By examining patterns of continuity and initiation in OA involvement
in particular types of activities, this research builds on previous studies
that have only considered changes in overall levels of intensity or breadth
(see Bohnert et al., 2007; Busseri et al., 2011). Involvement in specific
types of activities may be important to consider, given the unique benefits
of particular activities (e.g., Fredricks & Eccles, 2006) as well as the
potential for ongoing involvement in the same activities to facilitate one’s
social identity and existing peer relationships (e.g., Eccles & Barber,
1999). Findings from this study suggest that patterns of involvement
across the high school transition varied by activity type. Adolescents were
most likely to maintain their involvement in sports followed by performance/arts activities across the transition. A high degree of continuity in
these two types of activities is not surprising given the availability of these
types of activities during middle school as well as the skilled nature of
these activities that often require children to make a significant time commitment to developing their skills and talents prior to high school. Interestingly though, it appears that on average, adolescents who maintained
their involvement in one type of activity appeared to be more likely to do
so in another activity as well. Perhaps those adolescents who value engagement in OAs and see the benefits that these may provide both prior to and
across the transition are more likely to remain active in multiple OAs than
their less involved peers.
In contrast to our predictions, sociometric/peer ratings of liking and
popularity were not significantly associated with patterns of organized
activity involvement. This finding may be the function of the small sample
size. In addition, the stability in adolescents’ popularity over time left little
variability to be predicted. Indeed, continuity in sports was associated
with higher levels of perceived popularity when 8th grade popularity was
not controlled. Failure to find any significant associations between OA
and peer likability, however, was unexpected. To date, research has suggested that the visibility gained by participating in athletic activities and
the socially deemed importance and selectivity of these groups may be
important predictors of popularity. Yet, the value that certain groups hold
within varying school settings may not be consistent across all schools and
as such may not carry the same advantages. It is possible that participation
in only certain sports rather than in sports more generally convey certain
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad

ORGANIZED ACTIVITIES & SOCIAL ADJUSTMENT ACROSS HIGH SCHOOL TRANSITION

71

social advantages within the larger peer group, contributing to heightened
levels of perceived popularity (Eder & Kinney, 1995). In addition, involvement in other types of activities such as leadership activities may be more
valued within the schools included in this study and as such the social
advantages of participation were not captured by our analyses. Future
work may benefit not only from examining adolescents participation in
various kinds of activities, but also by assessing the meaning or social
value of these activities within the social context as a means for better
understanding the social capital they may convey.
Mediation models that examined whether activities promote better
social adjustment through enhancing peer status were also not significant.
These findings stand in contrast to prior work that has found partial support for the notion that peers mediate associations between OAs and
development (see Eccles et al., 2003; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005). In these
prior studies, the peer variables included in mediation models captured
the prosocial nature of ones’ peers rather than how one is regarded by
peers more globally, which may account for the contradictory findings.
Weak associations between popularity and OAs may have also contributed
to the lack of mediation findings. However, the fact that maintaining
involvement in sports was positively linked to the number of friendship
nominations received in the current study as well as recent findings suggesting that OAs serve to both maintain friendships and promote new
friendships (see Schaefer et al., 2011), the influence of particular types of
OAs on specific dimensions of friendships, such as a quality, is an important area of future inquiry.
Although this study presented a new way of capturing organized
activity involvement across transitions and had a number of promising
findings related to social adjustment in high school, a number of limitations must be considered. First, the size of the sample was relatively small
which not only may have compromised the generalizability of the results,
but also limited our ability to fully examine the four possible patterns of
activity involvement across the transition to high school. Second, because
a sizeable proportion of participants from the larger study did not have
complete data (and thus were not included in this study), the present
results may not generalize to all participants from the larger study or to
students making the transition high school in other areas. Our sample was
not representative of high school students in general, and replication with
a representative student sample is required before there can be wider generalizability of our findings. Third, although it was possible to track
whether participants were engaged in the same general category (e.g.,
sports), it was not possible to know whether they stayed involved in the
same activity within these broader categories (e.g., swimming). Finally,
despite using a longitudinal design and controlling for social adjustment
prior to high school, selection effects cannot be ruled out in interpreting
our results. It may be that participants differed in other ways that were not
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captured by controlling for prior levels of social adjustment. As such, our
results should be interpreted with caution.
In sum, these findings reinforce the notion that individual trajectories
of adjustment best characterize the high school transition, and highlight
the role of self-selected contexts in shaping these trajectories. Whereas
some adolescents may struggle with the new obstacles afforded by the
transition, many others may be able to build on existing resources or take
advantage of the opportunities that the move presents. Involvement in
organized activities may be one potential avenue for easing transition
stress and facilitating social and emotional adjustment across the high
school transition. These findings suggest the value of pre-transition planning which encourages adolescents to maintain or initiate involvement in
organized activities following the transition to high school as means of
facilitating friendships and promoting feelings of well-being.
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