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Abstract

After-school programmes (ASPs) often provide youth with a

safer alternative to unstructured time while providing a con-

text for building skills and forging positive relationships with

programme staff and peers. ASPs may be particularly effec-

tive for youth with marginalized identities, including youth

of colour and youth from low-income backgrounds. Despite

this promise, few rigorous evaluations of ASPs have been

conducted and even fewer meta-analyses have investigated

the effects of ASPs among youth with marginalized identi-

ties. Using a multi-level meta-analysis of 615 effect sizes

across 56 studies (overall n = 128,538), the current study

examined the overall effects of ASPs on internalizing, exter-

nalizing, school-related, social functioning, and self-percep-

tion/identity outcomes among kindergarten through 12th

grade youth with marginalized identities. Results indicated

ASPs to have a small, yet significant positive overall effect

on youth outcomes (g = 0.2049, p = .001, 95% CI = 0.08–

0.33). Moderator analyses revealed significant differences

in effects based on outcome source and outcome measure

type. Given the ubiquity of ASPs and the challenges that

youth experiencing marginalization face, this study uniquely

adds to the existing literature and outlines important impli-

cations and recommendations for research, policy, and

practice.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

After-school programmes (ASPs) can be critical contexts for positive development, affording millions of youth in the

United States opportunities to access developmental assets, build skills, and connect with peers and caring adults.

Most ASPs operate during the school year to provide academic enrichment and recreational activities, often with

diverse goals. Research has most often examined academic achievement (e.g., Lauer et al., 2006) and behavioural

outcomes (e.g., Taheri & Welsh, 2016) associated with engagement in ASPs, although some studies also suggest

potential gains in psychosocial and identity-related outcomes for some youth (e.g., Durlak, Weissberg, &

Pachan, 2010). In fact, it is this wide array of goals and outcomes that has historically attracted funding and support

for after-school programming. These programmes have often been developed to support youth with marginalized

identities including youth of colour, youth from low-socioeconomic status backgrounds, or other characteristics that

put them ‘at risk’ for negative outcomes, such as youth attending lower performing/Title I schools, youth with a his-

tory of trauma, or youth who engage in risky behaviours like substance use or delinquency.

Despite the growing consensus regarding ASP benefits and overall acceptance of these programmes as a posi-

tive force in the lives of youth with marginalized identities, the research base on ASPs is remarkably limited. Most

research in the after-school field has included a relatively small number of participants, has not been based on strong

experimental methods (i.e., primarily correlational in nature), and/or has focused on a limited range of outcomes. Fur-

thermore, little is known about the specific youth and programme characteristics that may be associated with

increased ASP effectiveness. As such, this study sought to systematically examine the current evidence to under-

stand the overall effectiveness of ASPs for youth with marginalized identities.

1.1 | Outcomes associated with ASPs for youth with marginalized identities

Youth in low-income communities may be at risk for more negative developmental trajectories due to the environ-

mental circumstances and stressors they often face. Structural and systemic injustice in particular increase the likeli-

hood of these youth experiencing more trauma, stress, and marginalization (e.g., racism-related stress, exposure to

community violence; Halpern, 2005) than their more privileged peer counterparts (Forrest-Bank, Nicotera, Bassett, &

Ferrarone, 2016; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Unstructured, unsupervised time between 3 and 6 p.m. may also

increase opportunities to engage in unsafe behaviours, such as substance use or risky sexual behaviours (Afterschool

Alliance, 2014b). Thus, when accessible, ASPs often provide structured spaces for youth to not only avoid risk but to

develop skills and receive social support and connectedness.

Although limited, research demonstrates that ASPs may be particularly beneficial for youth with marginalized

identities, providing skills and assets that not only prevent engagement in risky behaviour but promote healthy

development (Hirsch, 2005). For example, ASPs, even those not exclusively academic-focused, can offer resources

that compensate for under-resourced school systems or overworked parents by providing skills-building activities,

homework help, and tutoring. Such programmes have been associated with positive academic outcomes, including

school bonding and retention among Latinx (Diaz, 2005) and African American (Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2007)

adolescents, as well as higher academic adjustment for youth of all races (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). Moreover,

lower-income youths' participation in ASPs is associated with academic benefits (Miller, 2003). Among low-income
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youth of colour, for example, participation in ASPs is associated with increased academic achievement and lower

school dropout rates (Vandell, Reisner, & Pierce, 2007).

There are also improved psychological and identity-related outcomes associated with marginalized, low-income,

and youth of colour's participation in organized programmes (Pedersen & Seidman, 2005), such as increases in self-

esteem, ethnic identity (Riggs, Bohnert, Guzman, & Davidson, 2010), emotional regulation, interpersonal and social

behaviour, peer acceptance, and psychological adjustment (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Hirsch, 2005). Furthermore,

youth may use organized programmes as places to safely explore their identities in ways that counter potentially

negative peer contexts (Hirsch, 2005). Moreover, youth involvement in ASPs is associated with decreased externaliz-

ing behaviours such as drinking, substance use, and antisocial behaviour (Pedersen & Seidman, 2005) among low-

income adolescents and/or youth of colour.

Finally, correlational research suggests that youth engagement in ASPs is linked with positive mental health out-

comes, especially for youth from low-income families (Marshall et al., 1997) and urban communities (Frazier,

Cappella, & Atkins, 2007). This is important given that the prevalence of anxiety and depressive disorders is higher in

youth of colour as well as youth living in economically disadvantaged communities (Van Voorhees et al., 2008).

Although no randomized controlled studies have examined the effects of ASPs on mental health outcomes, quasi-

experimental studies of arts-based programmes have demonstrated promise for positive mental health outcomes for

youth with marginalized backgrounds, including reductions in depression and anxiety (e.g., Wright et al., 2006). Case

study and qualitative designs also contribute to theories that arts programmes may increase the development of pro-

tective factors such as coping skills (Rhodes & Schechter, 2014) and self-regulation (Averett, Crowe, & Hall, 2015).

1.2 | Limitations in ASP research with marginalized youth populations

Although ASPs have widely been accepted as promising contexts for positive development, especially among youth

with marginalized identities, a number of important limitations exist in the literature. For example, it is noteworthy

that research on the developmental benefits of ASP participation is somewhat mixed. Although many have

been positive, some investigations of ASPs, including 21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLCs;

e.g., James-Burdumy, Dynarski, & Deke, 2007), have found null and sometimes even harmful effects, particularly for

sports involvement (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003) or when youth engage in unusually high levels of extracur-

riculars (i.e., the ‘overscheduling hypothesis’; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). Although most studies examining the ‘over-
scheduling hypothesis’ apply to youth of higher socio-economic status whose families have the means to enrol them

in multiple programmes, youth with marginalized backgrounds may still experience this phenomenon if they engage

in ASPs in conjunction with athletics or other responsibilities such as time-intensive after-school jobs (Hirschman &

Voloshin, 2007) or caring for younger siblings (Halpern, 2005). Furthermore, although engagement in highly struc-

tured after-school activities is associated with lower levels of antisocial behaviour, participation in programmes with

low structure may be associated with more deviant behaviour as a result of learned negative behaviours from peers

and lack of support from programme staff (Mahoney & Stattin, 2000).

The lack of attention to the differential quality and resources of after-school programming available to marginal-

ized youth relative to their more privileged peers may help to explain some of the mixed effects in the literature.

Research on ASPs, as well as school environments and general programme evaluation, suggests a few quality indica-

tors for promoting positive youth outcomes, such as staffing ratios, staff qualifications and training, staff turnover,

racial and social climate, and effective leadership. These elements are important regardless of whether youth are

engaging in recreational activities, developing skills, or doing academic work (e.g., Astroth, Garza, & Taylor, 2004;

Simpkins, Riggs, Ngo, Vest Ettekal, & Okamoto, 2017). These quality indicators are particularly relevant for marginal-

ized youth who, during the school day, are likely to receive educational programming that is less well-resourced and

more subject to poor quality factors than privileged youth (e.g., EdBuild, 2019). After-school programming is subject

to the same systems and limitations present in school settings that contribute to substantial achievement gaps.
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These limitations include poorer funding, higher teacher–student ratio, workforce issues (e.g., high turnover, low pay,

poor staff training), undue disciplinary emphasis, the likelihood of racially disproportionate discipline practices, insuf-

ficient physical activity time, and an overly academic structure in younger grades (e.g., EdBuild, 2019). Thus, ASPs

have the potential to parallel or reproduce these inequities, varying in quality in proportion to the marginalization of

the youth served. Indeed, most attention and funding are often focused on increasing the number of ASP slots avail-

able, rather than on efforts to improve programme quality (Hynes & Sanders, 2011). Overall, the existing literature

on after-school programming lacks a critical examination of how programme quality might affect youth outcomes,

especially for youth from marginalized backgrounds or communities. Consequently, the current meta-analysis is a

start at examining proxies of some of these quality indicators. This represents an extension of past research, which

has been primarily focused on comparisons of youth enrolled in ASP versus those in control or comparison groups,

without considering key quality indicators.

As a result of the limitations above, existing ASP evaluations vary so extensively that it is difficult to determine

their true overall effects. To this end, meta-analysis provides a rigorous method to systematically examine the effect

of interventions on outcomes. Meta-analysis combines the results of multiple individual evaluations in ways that can

produce more reliable and precise impact estimates and permit comparisons across approaches and characteristics.

1.3 | Prior meta-analyses of ASP effectiveness

To date, seven meta-analyses (Ciocanel, Power, Eriksen, & Gillings, 2017; Durlak et al., 2010; Kremer, Maynard,

Polanin, Vaughn, & Sarteschi, 2015; Lauer et al., 2006; Lester, Chow, & Melton, 2020; Taheri & Welsh, 2016; Zief,

Lauver, & Maynard, 2006) have been conducted on the effects of ASPs. Collectively, they have yielded mixed find-

ings regarding the academic, behavioural, and psychosocial benefits of ASPs. Key outcomes previously examined

include primarily academic achievement and other school-related behaviours such as school bonding, attendance,

and academic adjustment, as well as externalizing and behavioural outcomes such as drug use, sexual health out-

comes, problem behaviours, and positive social behaviours. The effect sizes of these outcomes across studies have

ranged from negative d = �0.05 to moderate 0.50, with most falling in the small effect size range according to

Cohen's d (1998).

One more recent, high-quality meta-analysis conducted by Kremer et al. (2015) examined the effects of ASPs on

externalizing behaviours and school attendance among primary and secondary school-aged ‘at-risk’ youth. The study

sought to redress many of the limitations of previous meta-analyses by following rigorous systematic review guide-

lines and conduction and reporting standards of meta-analyses set by the Campbell Collaboration. As a result, the

current study draws on and extends Kremer et al. (2015) protocol. Findings from the meta-analysis of 24 studies,

including 109,282 youth, revealed non-significant effects for attendance and externalizing behaviours, and none of

the tested moderator variables (i.e., study design, grade level, contact, control group, programme type, and focus)

explained the variance between studies. However, no moderator variables related to programme quality were

assessed (e.g., implementation fidelity, staff training), and the examined outcomes (i.e., externalizing and attendance)

were limited. Given that ASP quality may vary by privilege and access to resources, marginalized youth may receive

lower-quality ASPs, suggesting the importance of considering these additional moderating factors.

More generally, past efforts to comprehensively evaluate the effects of ASPs, particularly among youth facing a

number of environmental stressors and sociodemographic risk factors, include important limitations. To begin, the

methods utilized in prior meta-analyses of the effects of ASPs have varied significantly in terms of quality, as well as

the extent to which researchers have explicitly outlined the specific methods employed. Although establishing

methods a priori for meta-analyses decreases the likelihood of selection bias and error and increases the reliability

and validity of the results, many reviews do not specify their inclusion criteria, literature search processes, and data

extraction and coding methods. Relatedly, many meta-analyses have not accounted for risk of other types of bias.
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Assessing these risks is critical for understanding the internal validity of included studies, and thus, how the results

should be interpreted.

Moreover, few meta-analyses have measured the effects of ASPs on a full range of youth outcomes. Rather,

most prior meta-analyses have focused on one or a few important outcomes, often related to academics or behav-

iour. In particular, very few meta-analyses to date have examined general psychosocial outcomes such as psychologi-

cal distress and self-perceptions (Ciocanel et al., 2017), and even fewer have examined specific internalizing mental

health symptoms, as well as identity development outcomes. These developmental outcomes are deserving investi-

gation, given that childhood and adolescence are critical stages of identity formation and youth are at increased risk

for mental health issues (Office of Adolescent Health, 2019).

Finally, a number of moderating factors with the potential to influence the magnitude of an ASP's effectiveness

have not yet been extensively examined. For example, variability in the youth population served, activities engaged

in, and other programme variables such as youth outcome category, youth characteristics, programme characteristics,

implementation fidelity, and methodological characteristics as contributing factors to positive youth outcomes.

Although Kremer et al. (2015) redressed many of these limitations, they focused on a particular band of outcomes.

Thus, the current meta-analysis aimed to update and replicate the rigorous methods implemented in Kremer et al.

(2015), coding for similar studies and moderators but including a wider range of outcomes that ASPs are often

thought to influence.

1.4 | Potential moderators of ASP effectiveness

1.4.1 | Youth outcome category

Although ASPs have historically been thought to promote a wide array of positive outcomes for youth, meta-

analyses on the effectiveness of ASPs have remained relatively limited in their scope of assessed outcomes. In

particular, outcomes such as mental health or internalizing symptoms as well as self-perception and identity-related

outcomes have been understudied. As a result, the current study examined not only the overall effectiveness of

ASPs on youth outcomes as a whole, but also specific outcome category (i.e., school, social, internalizing, externaliz-

ing, and self-perception/identity) as a potential moderating variable of programme effectiveness.

1.4.2 | Youth sociodemographic characteristics

Youth characteristics have been found to moderate the effectiveness of ASPs. Youths' age (often by grade level) is

associated with ASP participation rates and some outcomes (Riggs & Greenberg, 2004), since younger youth may

also be easier to recruit than older youth due to increased levels of maturity and independence among older adoles-

cents (Hofferth & Jankuniene, 2001). Furthermore, youth who have academic challenges may have more difficulty

meeting their peers' academic level later in school, even if they participate in ASPs with academic components

(Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000). Selection biases can also arise in relation to behavioural outcomes if older youth

with pre-existing challenges are referred to ASPs by parents or teachers to increase structured, supervised time,

engendering age-related differences in youth outcomes (Vandell & Posner, 1999).

Also important to consider is youth gender, ethnic/racial identity, and socio-economic status. Although girls and

boys participate in ASPs at about the same rate (Afterschool Alliance, 2014a), there is limited existing research on

the role of youth gender on outcomes. Research investigating other organized youth programmes such as mentoring

suggests that males may benefit more than females (Raposa et al., 2019), although more research is necessary to

explore whether similar trends occur in ASPs. Moreover, ASPs have been found to be beneficial for youth of colour

and lower-income youth. For example, there are increased psychological and identity-related outcomes associated
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with low-income and/or youths of colour participation in organized programmes (Pedersen & Seidman, 2005) such

as self-esteem, ethnic identity (Riggs et al., 2010), emotional regulation, interpersonal and social behaviour, peer

acceptance, and psychological adjustment (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Hirsch, 2005). In addition, participation in

after-school/out-of-school programming is associated with increased academic achievement and lower school drop-

out rates for low-income youth of colour (Vandell et al., 2007).

1.4.3 | Programme characteristics

A number of characteristics related to ASPs themselves are important to consider as moderating factors of their

effectiveness on youth outcomes. For example, the amount of contact that youth have with the ASP has the poten-

tial to moderate programme effectiveness. However, the research is mixed, with some studies suggesting the

amount of time youth spend in an ASP is not necessarily important (Roth, Malone, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010), and others

suggesting more benefit with more regular contact or exposure (McComb & Scott-Little, 2003).

Additionally, not all ASPs have the explicit purpose of promoting positive youth outcomes. While some

programmes may target specific youth challenges or outcomes, such as academic-focused programmes, other

programmes may focus on more unstructured, recreational activities. However, programmes that are more recrea-

tional may still be associated with positive outcomes in some domains, even if they are not intentionally targeting

specific outcomes. As non-experimental research (i.e., qualitative, correlational) suggests that youths' level of engage-

ment, interest, and motivation in their programme is influenced by the types of activities completed, with some

research pointing to higher engagement in sports and creative arts activities than academic-related activities

(Shernoff & Vandell, 2007), it is important to consider how programme focus may influence ASP effectiveness.

Furthermore, programme type (i.e., local/regional, national) may also influence the effectiveness of ASPs on

youth outcomes. For example, national programmes may be more widely recognized and thus have more stable and

available funding, resources, and/or structure, whereas local programmes may have more difficulty accessing evalua-

tion services or financial resources to conduct self-evaluations to assess their quality and influence on youth (Scott-

Little, Hamann, & Jurs, 2002). On the other hand, local grassroots programmes may be inclined to prioritize focus on

programme youth and community needs, whereas national programmes may privilege the implementation of uniform

national requirements. Given the variability in ASPs, exploring programme type can serve as an exploratory proxy for

factors related to ‘how’ programmes might be running.

Location (i.e., urban, suburban, rural) may also influence programmes' resources or implementation, as youth in

rural and urban communities may face challenges outside of programme spaces that can influence ASP's effective-

ness on youth outcomes. For example, cities and rural regions have higher poverty rates than suburban geographical

areas in the United States (Burton, Mattingly, Pedroza, & Welsh, 2017). In addition, youth in low-income, urban com-

munities may be at a particular risk for more negative developmental trajectories as a result of the sociohistorical,

systemic, and structural oppression concentrated in these areas. This includes experiencing more traumas and mar-

ginalization than their more privileged peer counterparts (Forrest-Bank et al., 2016; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000),

due to racism-related stress, structural economic disadvantage, or an unjust and violent criminal justice system

(Halpern, 2005). As youth living in urban contexts who are identified as ‘at-risk’ are most frequently prioritized by

funders and policymakers in after-school programming, it is important to consider how programme location may be

associated with youth outcomes.

1.4.4 | Implementation fidelity and staff training

Implementation fidelity is the implementation of ‘strategies that monitor and enhance the accuracy and consistency

of an intervention to ensure it is implemented as planned and that each component is delivered in a comparable
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manner to all study participants over time’ (Smith, Daunic, & Taylor, 2007, p. 121). Assessing implementation fidelity

is important in ASPs as it helps explain whether outcomes are explained by the actual intervention and its effective-

ness, or by other confounding factors (Maynard, Peters, Vaughn, & Sarteschi, 2013). Staff can also play a powerful

role in ASPs and youth outcomes, providing a breadth and depth of support for youth with marginalized identities

(Hirsch, 2005). Indeed, staff training and education are associated with youth outcomes such as school adjustment

and may have indirect effects on other youth outcomes (Yohalem & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2010). Thus, it is important to

examine the association between staff training and education and youth outcomes.

1.4.5 | Methodological characteristics

In addition to youth- and programme-related characteristics, it is equally important to assess the methodological pre-

dictors of ASP effect sizes. These characteristics include publication type, as published studies typically report higher

effect sizes than unpublished studies due to biases in the peer-review process that make it more likely for studies

with statistically significant results to be published (Pigott, Valentine, Polanin, Williams, & Canada, 2013). Further-

more, research design characteristics, such as the type of comparison group (i.e., waitlist or no intervention, treat-

ment as usual, alternative intervention or programme), and whether the study implemented a randomized control

design or a quasi-experimental design are considered, as studies using quasi-experimental designs often yield greater

effect sizes than randomized control designs (Cheung & Slavin, 2016). In ASP research, one factor is often self-

selection bias, in which youth who engage in ASPs are also those who already have access to other resources that

promote positive outcomes (Developmental Services Group, Inc., 2010). Lastly, outcome source (e.g., report by

youth, parents, teachers, or official records) and outcome measure type (e.g., surveys/rating scales compared with

archival reports/school records) may be important moderating variables of programme effectiveness. In addition to

the potential for self-report bias, researcher-developed tests tend to yield larger effect sizes than standardized mea-

sures (Cheung & Slavin, 2016). Moreover, the narrower outcomes found in quantifiable archival/school reports

(e.g., attendance, GPA) may not reflect as much nuance in the broader psychosocial gains youth may make in out-

comes typically assessed in self-report scales and surveys. It is therefore important to examine these methodological

characteristics.

2 | CURRENT STUDY

This systematic review and meta-analysis synthesized existing evidence on the overall effectiveness of ASPs on

(1) mental health (i.e., internalizing), (2) behavioural (i.e., externalizing), (3) self-perception/identity, (4) social function-

ing, and (5) school-related outcomes among youth with marginalized identities. To date, few comprehensive

meta-analyses have examined the effects of youths' participation in ASPs, and almost none include mental health

outcomes in their assessments. Given the prevalence of youths' involvement in ASPs, the marginalization certain

youth face, and the potential for these programmes to prevent risk and promote positive outcomes, this is an under-

studied topic. Although empirical evidence is available through individual studies of youth programmes, meta-

analyses provide cumulative evidence of the effectiveness of these programmes. To this end, the current study

brings the existing literature up to date by incorporating new studies published since 2014 and empirically assessing

new youth outcomes with robust statistical methods. Unlike most previous reviews and meta-analyses, this study

employed methodologies following rigorous guidelines established by the Campbell Collaboration (2014) to account

for the multiple limitations in prior reviews. Further, the current study assessed youth and programme characteris-

tics, implementation fidelity, staff training, and study design/methodological characteristics as moderators to deter-

mine whether these factors change the magnitude of the effect of ASPs. It was hypothesized that compared with

youth in comparison conditions, youth participation in ASPs would be statistically significantly associated with
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positive overall outcomes. Additionally, it was hypothesized that the effects of ASP participation would be moder-

ated by some or all of the following: outcome category, youth characteristics, programme characteristics, and study

design/methodological characteristics. Given the limited extant research and expectations that minimal data would

be reported on implementation fidelity as well as staff training and education, these were investigated as exploratory

potential moderators.

3 | METHOD

3.1 | Study selection

In this meta-analysis, ASPs were defined as organized programmes supervised by adults occurring outside of school

hours during the regular school year. Programmes occurring only during the summer or during school hours were

excluded due to the potential for summer camps or in-school curricula to have a different influence on youth

(e.g., Bialeschki, Henderson, & James, 2007). To separate ASPs from other more limited after-school activities or

sports-based activities and in accordance with the 21st Century Community Learning Center definition, an ASP must

have offered more than one activity to youth to help them meet local or state standards of academic achievement

and must have offered ‘a broad array of enrichment activities (to) complement their regular academic programs’
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Additionally, programmes that only included mentoring or tutoring were

excluded from the current study, since these programmes do not meet the aforementioned definition and have also

been examined as unique interventions for youth (Raposa et al., 2019). However, studies that included mentoring or

tutoring as components of an ASP in addition to other activities were eligible for inclusion.

To build upon previous literature, the study inclusion criteria for the current study aligned with those established

by Kremer et al. (2015), with the exception of outcome category. Studies that utilized experimental or quasi-

experimental designs to examine the effects of ASPs on internalizing, externalizing, school-related, social functioning

and self-perception/identity outcomes in primary and secondary school-aged youth were included in the current

study. To be eligible, studies must have used a comparison group (i.e., wait list, no intervention, treatment as usual,

or alternative intervention) and reported baseline measures of outcome variables. Internalizing outcomes were

broadly defined to include mental-health-related outcomes, including mood or other psychiatric disorders or symp-

toms. Externalizing behaviour outcomes were broadly defined to include behavioural issues such as delinquency, dis-

ruptive behaviour, or substance use. School-related outcomes were broadly defined to include outcomes such as

academic functioning/grades, school attendance, school engagement, disciplinary referrals, or teacher- and school-

based peer relationships. Social-functioning-related outcomes were broadly defined to include supportive relation-

ships, prosocial behaviour, social support, and interpersonal skills. Finally, self-perception outcomes were broadly

defined to include self-esteem, self-concept, identity, confidence, self-efficacy, and belonging. Measures completed

by youth, teachers, parents, or administrative data were eligible for inclusion in this study.

Eligible studies included youth participants in grades kindergarten through 12 who are considered marginalized

based on meeting at least one of the following criteria: (1) performing below grade level or having low scores on

measures of academic achievement; (2) attending low-performing or Title I schools; (3) having characteristics or iden-

tities that are often associated with risk for low academic achievement, such as low socio-economic status/receiving

free or reduced lunch, racial or ethnic minority background (i.e., youth of colour), single parent family, limited English

proficiency, or experienced trauma, abuse, or neglect; or (4) engaging in risky behaviours such as truancy/eloping

from home, substance use, or delinquency (adopted from Kremer et al., 2015). In order for the study as a whole to

meet this criterion, at least 50% of the youth in the study sample must have identified with at least one of these

characteristics. Samples including youth holding both marginalized and privileged identities (e.g., entire sample is

from a Title 1 school and more than 50% of the sample identifies as White) were considered to meet inclusion

criteria.
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Multiple sources were utilized to identify published and unpublished works on the effects of youth involvement

in ASPs. Meta-analyses in the current study included previously identified and included articles from Kremer et al.

(2015). In addition, primary studies excluded by Kremer et al. (2015) as a result of not meeting outcome eligibility

criteria were included in the current meta-analysis to analyse a broader range of previously unexamined outcomes.

In addition to these articles, new empirical articles were searched for and systematically reviewed from the following

electronic databases: Academic Search Premier, ERIC, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, PsycINFO, Social Sciences

Citation Index, Social Services Abstracts, Social Work Abstracts, and Sociological Abstracts. The search strategy used

slight variations of the keywords ‘after-school programs’ AND (evaluation OR treatment OR intervention OR out-

come) to obtain articles published since May 2014 (i.e., when Kremer et al., 2015 search was completed) through

June 2019. During this search, reference lists of previous reviews and included articles were also searched to identify

any other articles that met the inclusion criteria. A forward citation search of key papers was also conducted using

Google Scholar to identify articles that have cited key ASP reviews and meta-analyses. In an effort to reduce publica-

tion bias, unpublished works (i.e., dissertations and theses) that met inclusion criteria were also included in the sys-

tematic review process and subsequent analyses.

The initial search process of publications, unpublished dissertations/theses, and reports from 2014 and later

yielded 6,055 potential articles. This was in addition to the 2,587 records identified from Kremer et al. (2015). Dupli-

cate studies were screened out prior to evaluation for inclusion. See Figure 1 for a description of the study selection

process. Article titles and abstracts of studies obtained through the above search criteria were screened for rele-

vance and preliminary inclusion by the first author and one research assistant. Any uncertainties about the relevance

of articles at this phase were addressed by obtaining the full-text article to be briefly screened. Articles that appeared

to be relevant and potentially eligible based on review of the title and abstract were obtained in full text and

screened by the first author using the screening tool developed by Kremer et al. (2015). Subsequent to this initial

screen, potentially eligible studies were further reviewed by the first author and a Bachelor's level research assistant

to determine final inclusion. Any discrepancies were discussed and resolved between these two researchers. Fifty-

six studies (representing 57 samples) met the final inclusion criteria for this meta-analysis.

3.2 | Study coding procedures

All included studies were coded using a coding instrument adapted from Kremer et al. (2015). The codebook con-

tained five sections, including methodological/study characteristics, youth characteristics, programme characteristics,

research methods and quality descriptors, and effect size data. The first author independently coded all data to calcu-

late effect sizes for all study outcomes as well as all data relevant to the aforementioned moderator variables, and

two research assistants double-coded all effect size and moderator data. Overall inter-rater agreement for moderator

data across all studies was 90.76%. Overall inter-rater agreement for effect size data across all studies was 98.76%.

Discrepancies in coding were discussed and resolved among all coders to achieve final consensus.

Youth outcome category included assessments of school/academic performance, social functioning, externaliz-

ing/behavioural symptoms, internalizing/mental health symptoms, and self-perception/identity. Youth characteristics

included age (i.e., elementary, middle, high school, mixed), race/ethnicity, gender, and socio-economic status

(i.e., income level/free-reduced lunch). Programme characteristics included location (i.e., urban, suburban, rural,

mixed), type (i.e., local/regional, national), focus/content (i.e., academic, non-academic, mixed), and amount of con-

tact (i.e., once per week or less, 3–4 times per week, daily). Implementation fidelity characteristics included pro-

gramme operationalization (i.e., well-defined procedures, written manual), fidelity measurement (i.e., measurement of

adherence to protocol), and frequency of fidelity measurement (i.e., weekly, monthly, quarterly, biannually, annually).

Staff training was categorized by amount of implementer training, including no training (0), some training (1), and

comprehensive training provided (2). Where available, staff level of education was also coded. Due to the expecta-

tion that minimal data would be reported on implementation fidelity, staff training, and education, these moderators
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were considered exploratory. Finally, study design/methodological characteristics included publication type

(i.e., published, unpublished), comparison type (i.e., waitlist/no intervention, TAU, alternative), design (i.e., RCT,

quasi-experimental), study sample size, outcome source (i.e., self-report, parent-report, schoolteacher-report, official

record, other report), and outcome measure type (i.e., archival/school record, rating scale/survey/questionnaire,

behavioural observation). Official records refer to measures not rated by teachers, but typically on file with school

administrative offices. Examples include attendance data, GPA, disciplinary history on school record, standardized

test scores, report card grades, school enrollment, dropout, and school graduation/completion. Teacher-reported

outcomes refer to measures specifically designated as teacher-rated scales (i.e., completed by schoolteachers, rather

than administrative data). These measures often focused on teachers' perspectives of child competencies via

teacher-rated emotional, behavioural, and academic measures. Some examples include the Richardson Teacher–Child

Rating Scale, the Cowen Teacher–Child Rating Scale, and the Teacher Assessment of Student Skills.

3.3 | Calculation of effect sizes

Effect sizes were calculated through the standardized mean difference between treatment and control groups for

each outcome, with a positive standardized mean value indicating better performance in the treatment group. Effect

sizes (standardized mean differences) were then transformed using Hedge's g to correct for small sample size bias

F IGURE 1 Study selection process flow chart
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and differences in sample sizes across studies. Hedge's g corrects for sample size to allow effect sizes with greater

precision (i.e., effect sizes drawn from larger samples) to be assigned greater weight in analyses. In cases where data

including sample sizes, means, standard deviations/standard errors, or other information necessary for effect size cal-

culation was not reported in full-text articles, study authors were contacted via email in an effort to obtain missing

information.

3.4 | Data analyses

All statistical analyses were conducted in R (version 4.0.3) using the metafor package (Assink & Wibbelink, 2016). A

random-effects multi-level (i.e., three-level) meta-analysis was conducted to examine the effects of ASPs on overall

youth outcomes. This analysis accounts for the presumed diversity in study populations, programmes, settings, and

outcomes, and estimates three sources of variance—sampling variance of observed effect sizes, variance between

effect sizes obtained from the same study, and variance between studies. Subsequently, heterogeneity tests were

conducted to better understand variance within the summary statistics, including (1) Cochran's Q-test to determine

whether sources of heterogeneity remain (i.e., indicates the presence versus the absence of heterogeneity), and (2) I2

value to indicate the extent of the heterogeneity, or the proportion of observed heterogeneity that can be attributed

to true heterogeneity, rather than sampling error (Huedo-Medina, Sánchez-Meca, Marín-Martínez, & Botella, 2006).

Moderator analyses were subsequently conducted as heterogeneity tests met the recommended threshold for

analysis (i.e., I2 values at least between 50% and 70%; Higgins & Thompson, 2002). Moderators consisted of those

determined a priori based on previous research (Kremer et al., 2015), including type of outcome, youth characteris-

tics, programme characteristics, implementation fidelity, staff training and education, and methodological

characteristics.

3.5 | Analysis of publication and other bias

Bias can interfere with one's ability to draw conclusions about the results or effects gleaned from meta-analyses.

Studies with low validity or a review including studies of varying levels of validity, for example, have the potential to

yield biased estimates for outcomes, and thus, can lead to biased, skewed, or misinterpreted findings. As a result, all

studies included in analyses were evaluated for five common threats to internal validity using the Cochrane Collabo-

ration's tool for assessing bias: (1) selection bias, (2) performance bias, (3) detection bias, (4) attrition bias, and

(5) reporting bias. All articles were independently (i.e., double) coded by the first author and a doctoral-level research

assistant. To rate study bias in each of these domains (i.e., low, high, or unclear risk of bias), articles were examined

and coded for random sequence generation, allocation concealment, blinding of participants, blinding of outcome

assessment, incomplete outcome data, and selective reporting (Higgins & Green, 2011). Inter-rater agreement among

the two coders was initially 76.76%. Upon collaboratively reviewing the Cochrane Collaboration risk of bias coding

manual again, all discrepancies were discussed and resolved in order to reach 100% consensus on all codes. A risk-

of-bias bar graph was produced to reflect the level of bias present in the included studies (see Figure 2).

Several analyses were also conducted to test for potential publication and other bias. First, a funnel plot analysis

was conducted to test for publication bias (assessed through funnel symmetry or asymmetry; Crombie &

Davies, 2009). A trim-and-fill analysis using aggregated data at the publication level (Duval & Tweedie, 2000;

Viechtbauer, 2010) was then used to explore whether there were any missing effect sizes. In trim-and-fill analysis,

missing effect sizes on the left side of the funnel plot indicate that non-significant or negative results are missing,

whereas missing effect sizes on the right side of the plot suggest a selection bias, or over-representation of studies

with larger effect sizes (i.e., studies including characteristics that make them systematically associated with larger

effects).
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Next, sensitivity analyses were conducted to determine whether there were certain studies influencing the over-

all effects to be larger or smaller. According to the Cochrane Collaboration (Higgins & Green, 2011), issues war-

ranting sensitivity analyses are almost always identified during the article coding process, where issues are first

recognized. Given the wide range of sample sizes and robustness of effect sizes across included studies in the cur-

rent meta-analysis, leave-one-out sensitivity analyses were conducted. The overall effect size of outcomes was rec-

alculated 57 times, with each iteration removing one study from the total sample to examine the unique influence of

each study on the overall effect size (Viechtbauer & Cheung, 2010).

4 | RESULTS

Descriptive information related to study and sample characteristics, intervention characteristics, and summarized

study information can be found in Tables 1–3 respectively.

4.1 | Overall effect of ASPs on youth outcomes

The overall effect size across 56 studies and 615 effect sizes (128,538 youth participants) was g = 0.2049 (p = .001;

95% CI = 0.08–0.33), indicating a statistically significant small effect size (Cohen, 1998). Subsequent analyses rev-

ealed significant heterogeneity across studies (σ2 level 3 = .17, p < .001) and within studies (σ2 level

2 = .33, p < .001).

4.2 | Moderator analyses of ASP effectiveness

Given that tests of homogeneity indicated a substantial amount of heterogeneity (Q = 12510.55; I2 = 98.85%),

follow-up moderator analyses were conducted to explore potential moderating variables of the association between

ASP participation and overall youth outcomes. Results of moderator analyses on youth outcome category, youth

characteristics, programme characteristics, implementation fidelity, staff training and education, and methodological

characteristics are summarized in Table 4.

Results indicated that youth outcome category, youth characteristics, programme characteristics, implementa-

tion fidelity, and training characteristics were not significant moderators. Frequency of fidelity measurement

(i.e., weekly, monthly, quarterly, biannually, annually) and staff level of education could not be examined as

F IGURE 2 Risk of bias across studies
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TABLE 1 Study and sample characteristics (N = 57)

Characteristic n (%)

Publication year

1990–1999 8 (14.04%)

2000–2009 24 (42.11%)

2010–2019 25 (43.86%)

Grade level

Elementary 21 (36.84%)

Middle 16 (28.07%)

High school 2 (3.51%)

Mixed 17 (29.82%)

Control group condition

Nothing or waitlist 43 (75.44%)

Treatment as usual 8 (14.04%)

Alternative treatment 6 (10.53%)

Sample size

0–150 20 (35.09%)

151–300 10 (17.54%)

301–600 10 (17.54%)

601 and greater 17 (29.82%)

Multiple marginalized characteristics

Only one marginalized characteristic 10 (17.54%)

More than one marginalized characteristic 47 (82.46%)

Mean Agea 10.73

Free/reduced lunchb 76.23%

Percent malec 50.91%

Majority race in study sampled

African American/Black 28 (49.12%)

Asian/Pacific Islander 2 (3.51%)

Hispanic/Latinx 7 (12.28%)

Indigenous/native American/Alaska native 1 (1.75%)

White 10 (17.54%)

Research design type

Randomized controlled 23 (40.35%)

Quasi-experimental 34 (59.65%)

Publication type

Journal article 33 (57.89%)

Government report 2 (3.51%)

Thesis or dissertation 14 (24.56%)

Other unpublished report 8 (14.04%)

Country

USA 52 (91.23%)

UK 5 (8.77%)

Note: N = 57 as Biggart et al. (2014) includes two reports (elementary & middle school data).
aIncludes 25 studies with age data.
bIncludes 28 studies with FRL data.
cIncludes 51 studies with gender data.
dIncludes 48 studies that had race information.
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TABLE 2 ASP intervention characteristics (N = 57)

Characteristic n (%)

Setting

School 21 (36.8%)

Community-based organization 29 (50.9%)

Mixed 3 (5.3%)

Unsure 4 (7.0%)

Programme focus

Academic 11 (19.3%)

Non-academic 13 (22.8%)

Mixed 29 (50.9%)

Unsure 4 (7.0%)

Manual used for intervention

No 15 (26.3%)

Yes, for the entire programme 22 (38.6%)

Yes, for part of the programme 16 (28.1%)

Unsure 4 (7.0%)

Programme coverage

National 17 (29.8%)

Local 40 (70.2%)

Number of sessions

0–50 16 (28.1%)

51–100 9 (15.8%)

101–150 6 (10.5%)

151 and greater 7 (12.3%)

Unsure 17 (29.8%)

Length of sessions

Less than 1 h 2 (3.5%)

1–1.59 h 15 (26.3%)

2–2.59 h 14 (24.6%)

3–3.59 h 14 (24.6%)

4 h or more 3 (5.3%)

Unsure 9 (15.8%)

Weekly contact frequency

Once 5 (8.8%)

Twice 9 (15.8%)

Three to four 19 (33.3%)

Five 13 (22.8%)

Unsure 10 (17.5%)

Ongoing staff supervision/coaching

No 10 (17.5%)

Yes, supervision built into programme 13 (22.8%)

Some (unsystematic) oversight provided 9 (15.8%)

Unsure 25 (43.9%)

Note: N = 57 as Biggart et al. (2014) include two reports (elementary and middle school data).
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moderators since these two variables were only cited in only seven studies (12.28% of total studies) and 10 studies

(17.54% of total studies) respectively.

Results demonstrated statistically significant differences in the effect of ASPs based on outcome source

(F [5, 609] = 31.36, p < .001), with official records (B = �0.37, t = 0.08, p < .001) yielding smaller effect sizes than

self-report and teacher-reported outcomes. Outcome measure type was also a significant moderator of ASP effects

(F [1, 613] = 27.99, p < .001), with rating scale/survey/checklist/questionnaire outcome measures yielding larger

effect sizes (B = 0.37, t = 0.07, p < .001) than archival reports/school records. No significant moderating effects

were found for any other methodological characteristics.

4.3 | Publication bias and sensitivity analyses

Across all included studies, there was generally high risk of bias for three of five indicators on the Cochrane risk-of-

bias tool (selection bias, performance bias, detection bias; see Figure 2). Of 56 studies, selection bias (randomization)

risk was rated as high in 35 (62.50%), low in 18 studies (32.14%), and unclear in three (5.36%). In 41 (73.21%) of the

56 included studies, performance bias risk was rated as high, 12 (21.43%) were rated as low, and 3 (5.36%) were

rated as unclear. In terms of detection bias, 36 (64.29%) studies were rated as high, 10 (17.86%) were rated as low,

and 10 (17.86%) as unclear. A complete summary of risk-of-bias coding across all included studies can be found in

the electronic supplemental materials.

Furthermore, results of the funnel plot and trim-and-fill analyses suggest that publication bias was unlikely, but

that selection bias was likely. There were no missing studies on the left side of the funnel (see Figure 3) and examin-

ing the distribution of effect sizes at the study level resulted in only a slightly smaller, significant overall mean effect

size (g = 0.1839, p < .001). However, 18 studies were missing from the right side of the funnel plot, suggesting that

there was possible selection bias in the included studies; analyses in the current study may have excluded studies

with larger effect sizes, and as a result, the overall effect size of ASPs found in the current study may be an underes-

timation of their true effect. Accounting for this selection bias, a trim-and-fill analysis yielded a larger mean effect

size of g = 0.3187, p = <.001.

Finally, findings from leave-one-out sensitivity analyses indicated that the overall effect size remained significant

after each return, suggesting that none of the included studies had an individual, disproportionate impact on the

overall findings. Moreover, the interval of effect sizes obtained through the sensitivity analyses

(0.1536 < g < 0.2170) contains the overall effect size based on the total set of studies (g = 0.2049) and overlaps with

the 95% confidence interval of the total effect size (95% CI: 0.0806–0.3293). Full results of leave-one-out sensitivity

analyses can be found in the electronic supplementary materials.

5 | DISCUSSION

The goal of the current study was to investigate and synthesize the extant literature on the effects of ASPs on out-

comes among youth with marginalized identities. This meta-analysis improves upon the limitations of prior meta-

analyses by updating the existing literature and empirically assessing a more comprehensive range of outcomes and

moderators with rigorous statistical methods among a specific population of youth.

Multi-level meta-analyses revealed an overall effect size of g = 0.20 across 56 studies, 615 effect sizes, and

128,538 youth participants. This finding represents a significant but small effect according to Cohen's (1998) stan-

dards and is consistent with previous studies of the effects of ASPs for youth of all identities (e.g., Ciocanel

et al., 2017; Durlak et al., 2010; Lauer et al., 2006). Simply put, these results suggest that ASPs do have the potential

to bring about some positive change across a range of developmental domains including social–emotional/interper-

sonal skills, mental and behavioural health, school success, and identity development for youth who engage in these
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types of programmes. Of note, specific youth outcome category did not significantly moderate overall effects. This

finding could indicate that ASPs may not be particularly effective at improving any one targeted youth outcome, but

have some promise for youths' overall general improvement. Alternatively, it is possible that primary evaluations of

ASPs are unable to accurately capture the full nuance of counterfactual conditions (i.e., youth who are not engaged

in ASPs or other community programmes). Often, the ASP under evaluation is assessed in a vacuum, with outside

activities and supports of youth in both the intervention and control groups unmeasured. It is possible that youth in

both the treatment and control conditions are also engaging with external community programmes and supports that

are unaccounted for. Thus, a representative counterfactual is needed to accurately capture the full nuance of condi-

tions where ASPs are not implemented in order to understand their effectiveness in the opposite direction (i.e., not

just how many positive outcomes were or were not achieved, but how many negative outcomes were avoided).

Related to this, it may also be useful for future research to further assess and compare ASPs operating at different

levels of the prevention continuum. For example, future studies may seek to investigate whether ASPs functioning

as universal prevention programmes are effective in delaying or reducing negative trends in youth functioning and

outcomes. Alternatively, if the goal of ASPs is to improve specific outcomes for youth, it will be important for future

practice and research to become more comprehensive in their assessment of youth experiences and characteristics

and more targeted in their evaluation of programme practices.

Notably, this effect size represents a more impressive improvement within the broader context of typical educa-

tional interventions. According to the (What Works Clearinghouse, 2014) ‘improvement index,’ interpreted as the

practical importance of a programme's effectiveness, this effect size represents an improvement of a little less than

nine percentile points (2014), which is indeed not negligible. The improvement index reflects ‘the expected change

in percentile rank for an average comparison group student if the student had received the intervention’ (p. 21).
Thus, when understanding effect sizes through metrics other than Cohen's d, this relatively modest effect may hold

more practical significance, speaking to the potential importance of ASPs as positive and effective developmental

spaces in youth's lives.

F IGURE 3 Funnel plot after trim-and-fill analysis. No studies were missing on the left side of the funnel plot,
indicating minimal risk of publication bias. Eighteen studies were missing on the right side of the funnel, indicating
possible selection bias.
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Results of moderator analyses revealed that outcome source and outcome measure type were significant moder-

ators of the effectiveness of ASPs. Outcome measures reported by youth (i.e., self-report) or teachers were more

likely to yield larger effect sizes, whereas official records yielded smaller effect sizes. For example, one included study

contained youth-report measures, teacher-report measures, as well as official records. Youth- and teacher-report

measures focused more on degree of youth engagement and enjoyment in learning about various school subjects,

whereas official reports documented youths' actual grades for specific subjects (Schinke et al., 2000). Likewise, archi-

val reports and school records yielded smaller effect sizes than those derived from other measure types (i.e., rating

scales, surveys, checklists, questionnaires). For example, some studies used rating scales or surveys to assess con-

structs such as youth motivation, perceived competence, and goals (Grolnick et al., 2007). Naturally, this finding may

reflect the phenomenon of self-report bias in research (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007) or a mismatch between youths' per-

ceived performance and metrics like report card grades or grade point average. Moreover, this result is consistent

with findings from studies showing that methodological features affect effect sizes. Specifically, researcher-

developed tests tend to yield higher effect sizes than standardized tests and instruments (Cheung & Slavin, 2016). It

is also possible that outcomes represented in more narrow, quantifiable archival or school reports (i.e., grades and

attendance) do not reflect the different or broader nuanced gains that youth may be making in other outcomes that

are typically assessed by self-report scales, checklists, and surveys (such as self-perceptions about competence and

motivation). Indeed, in one meta-review of 17 What Works Clearinghouse educational intervention review papers,

Slavin and Madden (2011) found larger effect sizes for outcome measures that were more aligned with or inherent

to the actual intervention than measures that were less related to the specific intervention being assessed. For exam-

ple, measures inherent to the experimental interventions included specific content or skills that only the experimen-

tal group (not the control/comparison group) had access to. Measures classified as not inherent to the intervention

included standardized or otherwise specialized measures that were not developed by the study authors/researchers,

or content that was presented to both experimental and control groups. The same notion may hold true for findings

in this study, depending on whether the youth outcomes assessed were actually aligned with the interventions and

activities in the ASPs.

Given the significant, substantial heterogeneity detected in this study, it may be surprising that the results rev-

ealed no other significant moderating variables. However, this finding is highly consistent with previously published

meta-analyses on ASPs, which have also failed to identify significant moderators of after-school effects despite high

heterogeneity and many variables being examined. The lack of moderators reflects the phenomenon of the ‘black
box’ of ASPs that has been documented in other studies (e.g., Yohalem & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2010), and the lack of

specificity behind how these programmes produce positive outcomes.

A significant issue that remains in the literature base on the effects of ASPs on youth outcomes is that studies

often leave out critical information that could be used to conduct additional moderator analyses. Most notable is the

lack of information about programme staff, despite staff being widely accepted as a key mechanism through which

youth develop positive outcomes in ASPs (Rhodes, 2004). Information related to staff demographics, education,

training, and supervision are all necessary variables to explore to better understand and contextualize both the expe-

riences and outcomes resulting from youth engagement in ASPs. For example, research suggests that staff identity

may be important for youth, particularly in programmes comprised primarily of youth of colour. Shared identity or

community may increase trust between staff and youth when building relationships (Griffith, 2014; Simpkins

et al., 2017). Ample research also suggests the important role of staff experience, education, training, and quality for

youths' experiences in ASPs and thus their effect on youth outcomes (Astroth et al., 2004). In addition to many eval-

uations not reporting these staff characteristics, programme activities and information about the operationalization

of the programme (and as a result, implementation adherence, fidelity, and quality) are unspecified. Thus, although

we can conclude that participation in ASPs results in a small but significant overall positive effect on youth outcomes

over being in no organized programming, it was not possible to account for the exact nature of the evaluated

programmes.
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Additionally, the moderating role of other supportive interventions (e.g., tutoring, psychotherapy, formal/natural

mentors, neighbourhood support, other after-school activities) has remained unaccounted for in the majority of ASP

evaluations and meta-analyses. Assessing the impact of youths' networks of support and other programming (espe-

cially for youth in comparison conditions) will advance our understanding of the contribution of ASPs in youth out-

comes. Future studies should ensure that comprehensive information is reported on programme, youth, and staff

characteristics. Given the heterogeneity of ASPs, it will remain challenging to draw generalizable conclusions about

their effectiveness, particularly in the absence of systematic specification and reporting of important intervention

components. To account for heterogeneity across youth programmes, McQuillin et al. (2020) have argued for evalu-

ating the effect sizes of specific programme practices as opposed to overall programme effects.

Finally, it is possible that the non-significant moderators simply do not play a major role in influencing the magni-

tude of the effects of ASPs. However, given the heterogeneity in ASPs, other moderators that have previously been

unable to be coded may act as proxy variables and deserve further investigation. For example, programme location

(i.e., urban, suburban, rural) and type (i.e., national, local) could serve as a potential proxy for programme funding per

student, which is typically unreported in empirical studies. Likewise, the type of programme (i.e., academic, recrea-

tional, mixed activities) may be less consequential than whether programme activities are targeted to the needs of

youth entering the programme (Christensen et al., 2020).

5.1 | Study limitations and strengths

There are limitations to the current study that should be acknowledged when interpreting the results. First, analyses

were limited by the information reported in the primary studies included in this meta-analysis as a result of primary

studies lacking information on variables such as staff level of education, measurement of implementation fidelity,

and youth's actual programme attendance. It will be necessary for future ASP evaluations to include detailed infor-

mation about key factors that may moderate overall effect sizes. Recommendations include reporting information

about ASP staff training and characteristics, detailed information on programme activities, implementation fidelity,

and youth attendance, as well as information about constellations of care or support youth may be engaging within

their communities outside of ASPs.

Furthermore, although no publication bias was detected, likely resulting from the inclusion of both published

and unpublished works, there was evidence of selection bias, and a moderate portion of included studies posed a risk

of bias. For example, the inclusion of quasi-experimental design studies helped increase sample size, statistical

power, and programme representativeness, but may have allowed for bias related to youths' self-selection into ASPs,

such that more extraverted or well-supported youth may have disproportionately participated and positively

influenced overall effects. Despite this potential, the current meta-analysis also included randomized-controlled trial

designs, thus reducing the likelihood of self-selection bias. Regardless, after conducting a recent meta-analysis of pri-

marily unpublished reports with high risk of bias, Lester et al. (2020) noted the importance of examining less rigorous

studies, as they are more reflective of the current literature base on ASPs and how programmes operate in the ‘real
world.’ It will be important to balance the notion of ecological validity against the need for more rigorous and specific

programme evaluation.

Despite these limitations, this study had a number of strengths. The use of multi-level meta-analysis represents

a highly robust meta-analytic method, allowing for variance to be accounted for from three levels (as opposed to typ-

ically one source). Each stage of this systematic review and meta-analysis also adhered to quality methods outlined

by Cochrane and the Campbell Collaboration, representing significant methodological improvements from previous

meta-analyses on the effects of ASPs. Additionally, analyses in the current study examined youth who identified with

characteristics associated with social marginalization (e.g., race/ethnicity, low academic performance, etc.). Although

this may somewhat limit the generalizability of the results, the intentional selection of this sample provided a specific

and comprehensive examination of a particularly salient group of youth often targeted for involvement in ASPs.
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Finally, a comprehensive range of youth outcomes and moderating variables was examined among the most up-to-

date set of studies, allowing for a thorough assessment of the effects of ASPs and potential factors influencing their

magnitude. These outcomes and moderators were also examined specifically among a population of marginalized

youth who, despite being a historically targeted group for after-school engagement, are an understudied population

in existing meta-analytic studies.

6 | IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH,
PRACTICE, AND POLICY

Findings of this study point to the potential importance of ASPs, but also the need for greater specificity in the inten-

tions, goals, and evaluations of ASPs, including the inputs and moderating processes that are thought to be associ-

ated with specific outcomes across primary after-school evaluation studies. In the current study, over 80% of

included studies did not specify key inputs such as staff education and details about fidelity measurement. Thus,

findings reveal one overall effect size for ASPs, but offer little direction on what levers to pull to improve outcomes.

Greater specification will enable programmes to identify, implement, adhere to, and evaluate the inputs and pro-

cesses that are put into place to achieve desired goals.

It is possible that the lack of clarity around inputs, moderators, and outcomes reflects a broader lack of clarity

surrounding the function and goals of ASPs, leading many programmes to cast a wide net for unspecified outcomes

(McQuillin et al., 2020). Indeed, there remains considerable debate regarding the extent to which ASPs should be

designed to compensate for particular challenges (e.g., insufficient school-work/homework time, emotional and

behavioural challenges) versus providing opportunities for positive youth development (e.g., relationship formation,

identity exploration, interest discovery). The indicators and relative effectiveness of these different approaches to

service delivery deserve careful consideration as they have important implications for how programmes are struc-

tured and evaluated.

In reflecting on the need for increased clarity around programme intentions and goals, two possible directions

for the future of ASPs emerge: (1) one in which positive youth development (PYD) is balanced with prevention sci-

ence such that ASPs become centres for the application of evidence-based skills and targeted care for youth or,

(2) one in which ASPs are viewed as one developmental context within a constellation of support, in which the pri-

mary goal is for youth to have fun, develop identity and critical consciousness, and build networks of social support.

Both of these possibilities include a focus on individual youth strengths and societal-level structural oppression.

These two directions also need not be mutually exclusive. For youth experiencing more challenges, targeted care in

ASP settings may be useful. For youth who are not experiencing as many struggles but would benefit from more car-

ing adults (i.e., natural mentoring relationships) and opportunities to explore identity, the second direction may help

fill those gaps. Moreover, these two directions could, indeed, co-exist in which primarily recreational ASPs provide

services such as embedded tutoring or paraprofessional mentors and mental health care on certain days. In both of

these possible directions, the key will involve being mindful of what inputs and processes are optimal for specific

youth outcomes.

Given the heightened rates of structural oppression (e.g., poverty, racism) as well as mental health, academic,

and behavioural challenges among youth, recent research in the adjacent field of youth mentoring has been consid-

ering similar models in which mentoring programmes are re-imagined as contexts for paraprofessionals

(i.e., volunteer mentors) to apply evidence-based care for youth (e.g., Christensen et al., 2020; Hart, Sung,

McQuillin, & Schleider, 2021; Rhodes, 2020). It is noteworthy that ASPs yield almost identical overall effect sizes as

mentoring programmes, but they serve more youth in a less expensive and more accessible way. Thus, ASPs may

represent a more scalable and equally effective approach to improving youth outcomes over one-on-one delivery of

PYD activities in the mentoring context. ASPs receive more federal funding (Rhodes, 2020) and most mentored

youth are already involved in PYD programmes (Jarjoura, Tanyu, Forbush, Herrera, & Keller, 2018). Thus, if the goal
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is to create more youth-adult bonds and PYD activities, the most efficient structure would involve practice and pol-

icy changes that lead to more caring adults in ASPs to improve youth–staff ratios, staff burnout and turnover, and

ideally, support longer tenure of staff through better pay.

7 | CONCLUSION

The current study aimed to address multiple existing gaps in the literature through a meta-analysis of the overall

effects of ASPs on internalizing (i.e., mental health), externalizing (i.e., behavioural), school-related, social functioning

and self-perception/identity outcomes among youth with marginalized identities. Findings suggest that ASPs have a

small, yet significant positive effect on youths' outcomes. Future research on ASPs will be strengthened by increasing

the transparency of information reported in programme evaluation studies to better understand the role of moderat-

ing variables of ASP effectiveness. Implications for practice include clarifying the intentions, goals, and processes of

ASPs to better assess their potential benefits for youth.
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