Engagement is a key aspect of participation in
afterschool programs. This chapter describes differ-
ent methods for assessing engagement and features
of engaging afterschool programs.

Moving beyond attendance: Lessons
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PARTICIPATION IN AFTERSCHOOL programs and other organized
out-of-school contexts is associated with favorable academic
adjustment, psychological functioning, and lower risk behaviors.!
Only recently, however, have researchers moved beyond com-
paring participants with nonparticipants to consider important
differences in the nature of this involvement. In a recent review,
Bohnert, Fredricks, and Randall outlined distinct indicators of
organized activity involvement, including intensity, breadth,
duration, and engagement.” The first three indicators reflect the
quantity of youth’s involvement. Intensity captures the frequency
of youth involvement, breadth depicts a youth’s range of involve-
ment in different types of activities, and duration describes the
length of involvement. Although related to these other three
indicators, engagement is focused on the quality of youth’s expe-
rience while involved in activities that we describe in more detail
next. Of the four areas of involvement, engagement is the least
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46 SCIENCE AND PRACTICE OF AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMMING

researched but potentially most important aspect of participation.
In this chapter, we outline reasons why engagement is an impor-
tant dimension of afterschool programming, different methods for
assessing engagement, features of engaging afterschool programs,
and implications for practice.

Why is engagement important?

There are several reasons why engagement is an important dimen-
sion of afterschool program participation. First, there is consider-
able variability in youth’s experiences within afterschool settings.
Youth who are more engaged experience more positive academic
outcomes, such as higher grades and motivation, than youth who
have casual or irregular participation.” Second, engagement plays a
key role in recruiting and retaining participants, which is especially
important with older youth who have more choices about how to
spend their time. Third, levels of engagement differ across settings,
with youth reporting higher levels of engagement in organized af-
terschool settings than in any other contexts in which they spend
their time.* Thus, engagement is a critical feature of afterschool
programming because it has a double effect—it is central not only
to the positive outcomes that may come from involvement, but also
to keeping youth involved over time.

What is engagement?

There has been considerable variability in how engagement in af-
terschool settings has been defined by both practitioners and re-
searchers. Practitioners’ conceptualization of engagement largely
reflects how well a program is designed, implemented, and re-
ceived by youth. Therefore, practitioners generally view engage-
ment as a key indicator of program quality. That is, if youth are
engaged in activities, the quality of programming must be high. In
contrast, researchers tend to conceptualize engagement from an
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individual perspective as a potential mechanism that may explain
how afterschool involvement promotes better outcomes. From the
researcher’s perspective, engagement is conceptualized as a subjec-
tive state that varies from person to person, as a function of dif-
ferent activities and interactions with different individuals. These
varying perspectives on engagement in part reflect the unique goals
of the various parties. Practitioners place greater emphasis on hav-
ing a program that youth will enjoy and come back for, whereas
researchers tend to be more concerned with demonstrating if and
how a program “worked” and for whom.

The most extensive conceptualizations of engagement come
from research in school-based settings, where engagement is re-
garded as a multidimensional construct that includes behavior,
emotion, and cognition. Behavioral engagement includes aspects
of participation, effort, concentration, attendance, and compliance.
Emotional engagement is defined in terms of positive and negative
reactions to teachers, peers, and activities, as well as feelings of be-
longing and valuing of learning. Finally, cognitive engagement is
defined as a psychological investment in learning and a willingness
to go beyond the requirements of the task.’ Both researchers and
practitioners can benefit from embracing this more differentiated
conceptualization of engagement outlined in the school literature.

How is engagement assessed?

Using ERIC and Psychinfo databases, we conducted a comprehen-
sive search of measures that have been used to assess engagement in
afterschool settings serving children in grades K-12. Additionally,
websites and publications by organizations providing resources
for out-of-school time programs (for example, National Institute
on Out-of-School Time, Harvard Family Research Project, Af-
terschool Alliance, and National Youth Development Information
Center) were referenced for tools that assess engagement. As
shown in Table 3.1, results indicate that engagement is typically
assessed at either the individual or program level. In the next

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR YOUTH DEVELOPMENT @ DOI: 10.1002.yd



~A1Anoe o 38 paey soLI PIYd Sy T, "X
3[EDS 1IDYI'] UO SWI ()

¢ST[EYs oA Jursn noA a1y, "X
*91€S 1IOYI] UO SWNI /

onuone Surded noA a1om [[om MOF], X3
5[DS 1IN UO SUINT ¢

(¢BuNeNULdU0d NOA 219M PIBY MOL],, "XH
.U—NUW uhvvﬁd UO surar ¢

(<[ELIIRW O Suryoea) pakofud T, "Xy
*9[I$ LIS UO SWIAIT /

«&ButBuareys Hranoe sy S, Xg

"3]S 1IOYI] UO SWIAI ¢

wrexdoxd st 3e puads | ouwm op Lofuo T, Xy
(107 T8 32 IS YO JA) TUIWSSISSY

Apend) wesSoxg ypnox oy woyy padepy

3]s JI9YI] UO SWIAI 9

9s[o Surpowios Surop sem T paysim I, X[
*91BIS 1IOYI] UO SWINI §

/9IBIIUIIUOD 03 pry AJ[eal [, “Xi
*9BS 1II'] UO SWIANI ¢

MO
1s9199U]

JusAofugy

souertodury

(UONELNUIIUOD ‘S[Ys ‘D3US[EYD) 1I0JJ0 PALIOUO])
(359193UT ‘20101 YUAWIAO(US) UONEANIOUT JISULIU]
souelrodwy

UonenUIUO))

15919

UoNenUIIUOY)

1s9193U]

JuswAofury

A1AnoE 901AT9S € UT I3 e3UD [eI130[0TIAS T
SIS pue sIud[el Jo s

agud[[ey)

UONEIUIIUOY)

aduayrey)
1s2103U]
Juswdofuyy
a8uayrey)
Is9193U]
Juowfofuyy
SRS 30 951
aduayrey)
{dalAalichlivig)

£5007 e 32 £d>uoyey

g $00T "¢ 39 [[PPUBA

$'8007 '[& 32 aduyogq
§L007
[PPUEA ¥ Housayg

{0107 JJourays
£'9007

d[quies) X 2MHIRY

o'£00 [t 39 UpWISSOI)

' €107 "[& 30 2Ud2215)

o T10T ¢ 39 BARY

9 €10 ¢ 39 BANY

1rodax yerg

WsH
10da1-J[as yanox

Aaaing
1x0da1-J[as yanox

woLIwZIYU0LIILT()

uongwiyyn1daroy)

AOGINY /AN

poqiay
1o T-prnpratpuy

JuowaSeSus Aanoe pazruedio mersord [ooyosiaye Surssasse J0J SPOPIIN “I°€ [qeL



“JUdsat [JF7 O
1252.4] 210 WO} 3[eds Jutod-¢ U0 Pajes suI
9911} JO 2FeI9AL WO} PANEIID 21005 Arsoduwor)
“Anarzow
aq1 wz paajoaur (anrraaffo aww puy ‘opvridosddy
uaga Gruvspayd Suroniagur ‘pasnaof sonrariow
40 Surinaguaniod iy suapni§ 01 pa.toq 4vaddy
(vue puy Garvradosddp pasvsus jou . sjuapnis 1sop\7
a1eos yurod-4, uo wrar du()

Jua1sIsuor) puw 1uapiagy gy 01 uapiagy
10N] WOy 9[eds 11T Iutod-/ & uo waIr suQ)

JBULIOJ OU/SIA UT SUIANT OMT

“anL],
(19, 01 a1.4], 70)] WO LS JUIOd-f, UO SUINT XIG
‘ypnoA wesSoud jo astiapnivg?r)
£4Sapy 03 sustapvavqoun) GgSiEy woy oeds

RRCIIEN
01072 BTN

mENH& ¥eur pue m—mow 39S

AITADOR UT JUSUIIAOAUT DATIDH
SIOYIO M UODOLISIUL SADISOJ
3sa193U]

UONENUIIUO)

Jse3-uQ
Pasnooj/pajsaraiuy

unedonared sser-uQ

J3eas pIm A[oantsod 1oeTou]
1910

yoed [im 9e1dood pue 01 uMSIT

PaxXe[aI 21y

T01ARY2q 2anTsod Aedsi(y

J3eas 01 aatsuodsax axy

19730 yoeo jo Mﬂwuuu&mwh Iy

(€1~ S9PEID) (00T UUEWYOH X (prug
YOJA) YUawssassy Afen() wrersold [anox

(83 soperD) {6007 '[e 32 [[PPueA
(S d ) WoIsA Suney seonoeld SursrIor g

(p1'8002
“T& 39 URTIYD9,J) IUSWIN.NSUT UONBATISA()
(LSO) du, [00Y2§-30-In0

(p1€002

MZIB\ X ULWIYDRJ OV) IUSWNOSUT
UONEAIdS(() AITANDY [00YOG-191)Y

( o1’ TIOT 4oy @ 4tng KE7) 8

{O-LdV ‘uoista,) worva1asq)~ [ JF) jqvjway
I U042 JUIULSSISSD=J1as KjpuarLf-1asn aous 7

(8= sapeID) 1(;$007 HINS X

A Y- LdV) UOISI9A o183y —][00],
$901deI g ENH@OH& [OOYISI9IJY JO JUSWISSISSY

119317 Jutod-/ & 03 payIpowr (3x9U 995) SYJJ 191 §YJd 22§ 1’00 'Te 30 Asuoyeyy
"syuapms padeSuo
J0 uoniodoid £Aq pare[noyes Jusuragesus
weIS01 [RAINUI INUTUI-2AY Surmp
padeduaun, 10 pagesus, se pazr1odared YInox Jser-uQ 60107 Te 3 ss01) [003 [eUOREAIISqO
uonyzyruonrIad() uoryztjrnidarnor) LOGINE/IUIN poqrapT

000 T-1n130.4 ]

ponupuo) ‘¢ dqEL



50 SCIENCE AND PRACTICE OF AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMMING

section, we review the most frequently used assessment techniques,
outlining strengths and weaknesses of each approach.

Survey methods

One way researchers have assessed individual engagement is to ask
either youth or staff to fill out surveys with a series of questions
about youth’s level of engagement in program activities. We identi-
fied five self-report surveys from research studies that include items
about interest, enjoyment, perceptions of value, and challenge of
the activity (see Table 3.1 for examples).® We also found one ex-
ample of a staff survey developed to assess engagement, which in-
cluded questions about enjoyment, effort, and interest in academic
and nonacademic activities.” Self-report methods are a practical
and cost-effective means of assessing engagement because they can
be administered by program staff and given to large samples of
youth. However, information on the validity, or whether the re-
sults obtained using the instrument actually measure what was in-
tended and not something else, is quite limited. Additionally, there
are concerns about students and staff responding in socially de-
sirable ways. Finally, none of the survey measures included items
to address all three dimensions of engagement (that is, behavioral,
emotional, and cognitive) or the diversity of programs to which

they may apply.

Experience sampling methods

Another way researchers have assessed individual engagement is
using experience sampling methods (ESM). In this methodology,
individuals are signaled intermittently throughout the day using
alarm watches, beepers, and more recently mobile phones. When
signaled, participants report on various dimensions of engagement,
such as their effort, concentration, intrinsic motivation, percep-
tions of importance, and emotional state.> ESM techniques are
used by researchers because of the ability to collect information
on variations in engagement in the moment rather than retrospec-
tively, and across time and situations. Researchers have demon-

strated the strong validity and reliability (that is, the degree to

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR YOUTH DEVELOPMENT @ DOI: 10.1002.yd



MOVING BEYOND ATTENDANCE 51

which an instrument produces consistent results) of ESM tech-
niques. Despite these advantages, this methodology requires a large
time investment for respondents, can be costly, and may require
training for practitioners to implement and utilize.

Observational measures

Program engagement has primarily been assessed with observa-
tional measures, which include global ratings of the extent to which
youth appear to be engaged in the setting. In these measures, the
observed level of youth’s engagement has been characterized as
a key component of program quality.” Practitioners have tended
to choose observational measures because they are more accessi-
ble. Many are available online, and some are free (see Table 3.1).1°
However, our review indicates some concerns with this assessment
technique. In particular, many use the term “engagement” collo-
quially, to refer to participation or satisfaction with the program.
These measures tend to assess engagement by examining whether
the youth is on task and how positively they interact with others
during the activity. Additionally, these measures differ in the extent
to which developers have tested the reliability and validity of the
instrument.!! Finally, observational measures can be burdensome
for programs to administer given their labor- and time-intensive
nature, and they only give a snapshot of engagement.

What features of afterschool programs are essential
to engagement?

In the next section, we outline some of the features of engaging
afterschool programs that have been identified in the research.

Relations with staff and peers

One of the most important features of an engaging program is the
social environment. It is important that youth are in a safe en-
vironment where they feel respected and valued. Interviews with
adolescents in afterschool settings reveal that many youth attend
programs because they have developed supporting and trusting
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52 SCIENCE AND PRACTICE OF AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMMING

relationships with the staff and perceive that the staff members care
about them.!? In a recent study of the predictors of engagement,
researchers found that youth who thought that the staft was caring
and competent had higher engagement.!* Opportunities to inter-
act with peers in smaller groups and develop a sense of belonging
are also important components of engaging environments.
Activities

The type of content and activities also impacts on youth’s en-
gagement. Several scholars have suggested that engagement will
be higher in programs that provide a diversity of developmen-
tally appropriate learning experiences and activities that are in-
teractive and challenging. Youth should also have opportunities to
learn skills that are valuable to their future. For example, a recent
study found that opportunities to learn new skills, learn about jobs
through activities, and learn about college were correlated with
higher engagement.!* Finally, opportunities for youth to have au-
tonomy and make meaningful decisions about program content
and policies are a key component of engaging programs, and are es-
pecially important for programs that serve older youth (age 10-18).

Implications for practice

It is essential that afterschool activities complement rather than
just extend the learning day. Instead of simply doing more school-
work, programs that are most engaging provide youth with op-
portunities to participate in interesting and challenging activi-
ties where they can learn skills that they do not have the oppor-
tunity to learn in other settings. Middle and high school youth
should also have opportunities to have input in programming and
policies, as well as sharing decision-making responsibilities with
adult leaders as they work to give youth a voice. Our findings also
have implications for training staff. Afterschool programs should
provide staff the opportunities to attend professional develop-
ments at universities and afterschool advocacy organizations about
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developmentally appropriate practices and strategies to provide
youth a “voice,” build a supportive social environment where youth
teel like they belong, and develop and establish positive relation-
ships with youth and other program staff. Interconnections be-
tween different programs can also be useful in developing curric-
ula, pooling resources, and furthering professional development.

Another implication of our findings is the importance of
strengthening the collaborations between practitioners and
researchers to address relevant unresolved issues for program
engagement. One issue is how engagement is and should be
assessed. Although several instruments have been developed,
there is little information about whether the existing engagement
measures actually assess what they intend to (that is, validity)
or are capturing some other aspect of youth’s experience in
programming. In this area, both practitioners and researchers
could benefit from adapting measures of engagement that have
been developed for school-based settings for use in afterschool
contexts. Although there are important differences between
school and out-of-school contexts, school-based measures have
more extensive psychometric support and include indicators of
behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement.

Another important area for collaboration is on the features of
engaging afterschool programs. Although researchers have iden-
tified key features of engaging contexts, there is less information
about how these features are manifested in the “real world.” In
addition, there is limited research on which features are most
important for various subpopulations, such as different cultural
groups and high-risk groups. Empirical studies testing whether
these features are associated with higher engagement among di-
verse groups are limited. Studies of afterschool programs that differ
in participant characteristics and background, program resources,
the supportive or opposing community settings and features in
which programs and youth are embedded (for example, what can
a diverse program accomplish for youth residing in segregated
neighborhoods?), and level of family support and parent engage-
ment represent areas where a greater understanding is needed.
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Finally, practitioners and researchers could benefit from more
discussion of individual differences in engagement. It is still not
clear if youth who get more engaged in afterschool programs differ
in important ways from those who are less engaged, and whether
those youth who get more engaged in activities are also the ones
who are most likely to benefit from that engagement. Longitudi-
nal studies that control for the individual, family, and demographic
characteristics that underlie both engagement and positive devel-
opment can begin to address this question. In sum, although con-
siderable effort has been made to understand and measure engage-
ment in afterschool programs by both researchers and practition-
ers, there is more collaborative work to be done to optimize youth’s
experience in out-of-school settings.
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Commentary

Dale A. Blyth

FREDRICKS, BOHNERT, AND Burdette provide an excellent review of
what engagement is, why it is important, how it is measured, and
the direction both practice and research need to move. Particularly
important are the notions that engagement is distinct from various
aspects of participation (intensity, breadth, and duration) and that
it has a “double effect”—on both participation and impact.

In previous work, I have referred to development as the
accumulation of experiences over time and the value of using a
“diet and exercise” analogy.! This involves seeing development as
a function of the young person’s “developmental diet” of caring
people, constructive places, and challenging possibilities and the
ways youth “exercise” skills through practice over time and across
settings. Just as in healthy nutrition and exercise, the person’s
engagement—behavioral, emotional, and cognitive—is critical.
Engagement involves helping young people feel challenged, make
choices, and own what they are doing. When youth are engaged,
the multiplication starts. That is, the person’s engagement not
only contributes to possible impact, but it also multiplies the effect
of access, participation, relationships, and quality.

Engagement does this in part because as youth become engaged
they are more likely to: (1) have relationships with caring people
that build a sense of belonging, (2) have challenging possibilities
that gradually build competence and a growing sense of mastery,
and (3) reinforce their ownership of learning that builds a sense
of agency or self-efficacy (an understanding that one’s own efforts
matter and are important to whether and how they learn). Engage-
ment does not just add to the equation for success, it multiplies the
power of other elements.
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58 SCIENCE AND PRACTICE OF AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMMING

Previous work on the meaning, impact, and ways to improve
youth engagement resulted in defining four “rings of engagement”
for youth: participation (that leads to connections), passion (that
leads to commitment), voice (that leads to input), and collective
action (that leads to shared power).? Each ring is driven by
relationships and differences in approaches used that are likely
to vary according to the “diet and exercise” of the program and
participants therein.

Engagement has two important implications for practice. First,
engagement helps our field get beyond just counting participation.
It forces us to deal with behavior, emotions, and thinking in ways
that are more constructive, less likely to blame disengaged youth,
and actually make better use of youth workers’ competencies.

Second, understanding engagement can tell one about both pro-
gram quality and the likelihood of positive impacts. Actively moni-
toring engagement, which unfortunately does not typically happen,
can help programs think about access, participation, and quality
while assuring funders that a factor needed for impact is present.
Reflecting on periodic assessments of engagement can improve
what is happening—enhancing access, encouraging participation,
raising quality, and ultimately impact.

In the end, engagement is helpful because it helps all of us fo-
cus on what matters—those with whom youth are engaged (caring
people), how youth are engaged (challenging possibilities), and the
ways they are “exercising” ownership of their learning.
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