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The study focuses on afterschool programs 
serving elementary and middle school youth
from ten communities across the state, including
urban, suburban, and rural areas. It is the largest
study of its kind in Massachusetts.

The afterschool field is very diverse; programs
exist in a wide variety of settings and serve a 
wide variety of programmatic purposes.
Measurable aspects of programs include 
program characteristics, staff characteristics,
and program quality. Program characteristics
include structural aspects of programs—
location, size, schedule, years in operation, ages
of children served, program goals, ratio of staff
per youth, auspice, etc.— and staff characteris-
tics, such as the experience, educational 
background, pay, and training of those working
in programs. Program quality is a result of how all
these factors play out in the ongoing interactions
between staff and youth, and between youth
and their peers, as they engage in a variety of
experiences and activities over the course of an
afternoon.The MARS study is unusual in its
ability to look at all these components of 
programs and make sense of their relationship to
each other, as well as their links to the effects
that programs have on the youth they serve.

This is a critical time to build our understanding of
how to create successful afterschool programs. 
If afterschool programs do not meet today’s high 
expectations, they are in danger of losing the
public support that has resulted in substantial
growth in the field. The MARS study is designed
to add to our knowledge base, providing 
much-needed information based on a close
investigation of afterschool programs located
throughout the state of Massachusetts.

O v e r v i e w
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This is a time of both promise and peril for afterschool programs
across the nation. Ten years ago, it was enough for a program to provide a
safe space, some time to do homework, and a variety of recreational activities.
Now programs are expected to achieve many of the goals of schools, families,
and communities, as we increasingly look to programs to boost academic
achievement, stem youth crime, increase children’s health and well being,
and support working families. This recognition of the importance of 
out-of-school time in children’s development is overdue, but if we are to meet
the needs of today’s youth, we need to understand what it will take to reach
these worthy goals. As a result, many leaders in the field are increasingly
focused on finding ways to improve and sustain quality programming.

Much of the increased interest in afterschool programs over the last decade
has been fueled by the idea that participation can enhance children’s
academic achievement. However, research on the direct academic effects 
of program participation has been mixed, with some studies finding increas-
es in academic achievement measures such as grades and test scores while
others find no such effects. 

On the other hand, a growing body of research suggests that afterschool
programs can have positive effects on a variety of outcomes, such as moti-
vation, engagement in learning, expectations of success, teamwork, con-
flict resolution, social competence, improved behavior, and leadership skills.
Research indicates that children who have these “intermediary” skills do bet-
ter in school and are more successful as adults.

We know that simply having a program in place is not enough to result in
positive outcomes for youth, yet many questions arise. The Massachusetts
Afterschool Research Study (MARS) was designed to help us answer these
questions. 

How does participating in an afterschool program affect a child?

What factors are likely to lead to high quality programs? 

Which aspects of programs are most likely to result in 
positive outcomes?

MARS has two major goals:
(1) to explore the complex relationship between youth experi-

ences and youth outcomes, and 

(2) to identify those program characteristics that are most closely
related to high quality implementation.



Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

The MARS study focuses on 4,108 children in 78 afterschool
programs. The Research Team visited each program in the fall of 2003 and
again in the spring of 2004. The methods used in the MARS study included
interviews with program directors, youth surveys of middle school participants,
observations by trained research staff, and afterschool staff surveys.

To measure youth outcomes, we utilized the Survey of Afterschool Youth
Outcomes (SAYO),1 a research based survey tool of teachers and afterschool staff
that captures youth changes over the course of an academic year in a range of
academic and developmental areas. The SAYO-S (completed by afterschool
staff), which we used for our analyses, includes information on five outcomes:

Youth Outcomes
Homework (including completion and effort)

Initiative (including motivation & persistence in effort)

Behavior in the program

Relations with Peers in the program

Relations with Adults in the program.

To measure program quality, the MARS study developed and used a new 
program observational assessment tool, the Assessment of Afterschool
Program Practices Tool, Research Version (APT-R). This instrument was
specifically designed to capture aspects of programming related to the SAYO
outcomes, so that the results could help us understand the relationship
between program quality and youth outcomes.2 Using the APT, we were able
to obtain information on the quality and practices of the 78 programs in the
study. Based on our in-person observations of the programs using the APT,
we created six Program Quality Indicators (see box below).

M e t h o d s
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31 Further information on the development of the SAYO is available at www.doe.mass.edu/as/reports/asost_03.pdf.
2 A self-assessment version, the APT-R, is currently under development.

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Youth 
Outcomes

To measure program characteristics, program 
coordinators were asked to provide information
about program features and characteristics that
were not observable. These program character-
istics included program organization, enrollment,
relationships with the schools, relationship with
families and staff experience, education and salary.

Using this information, we are able to describe
three types of connections. The MARS study
looked at the relationship between:

1. Program quality and youth outcomes, 
2. Program characteristics and youth 

outcomes, and 
3. Program characteristics and program

quality.

Program Quality Indicators
Staff Engagement with Youth (staff
are actively engaged with youth, give
positive cues, encourage and listen to
youth, have positive and respectful
interactions)

Youth Engagement (youth are
respectful of each other, responsive to
staff, have positive behavior, listen and
cooperate with each other)

High Quality, Challenging Activities
(Activities are appropriate, challeng-
ing, and stimulate critical/higher order
thinking, are part of a larger project,
have evidence of prior preparation,
and have clear instructions)

Quality Homework Time (staff pro-
vide individual help, focus on youth,
are encouraging, help youth think
through problems)

Family Relationships at Pick-up
Time (staff greet and chat with par-
ents, acknowledge youth when they
leave, parents and staff express posi-
tive nonverbal cues)

Appropriate Space (environmental
items related to comfortable heat,
ventilation, noise, and light levels, well
organized, clean, materials in good
order)



Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

The critical question in our research, and for the field, is: What
role does program quality play in creating positive results for children and
youth? The MARS researchers began with the idea, based on previous
research on afterschool programs, education, and early childhood programs,
that higher quality programs would have more positive effects on youth outcomes.
When we looked at the relationship between the quality indicators and youth
outcomes (using a sophisticated statistical technique called hierarchical linear
modeling), we found that the quality indicators formed a pathway, with some
serving as the “prerequisites” for others, as shown below. Our interpretation of
the path is that adequate space creates a context in which “good things can
happen.” When staff have the skills to engage actively with youth, the quality
of the program’s activities, youth engagement, and homework support will
increase. However, as noted in the model below, we did not find direct statis-
tical connections between higher quality homework time and youth outcomes,
or between higher quality activities and youth outcomes. These results may be
a result of the lack of variation in practices we observed in these areas, or 
simply reflect that youth engagement has primary importance.

Model of Significant Relationships between
Quality Indicators and Youth Outcomes

We did not expect the effects of the quality indicators to be the same for all
youth outcomes. In the analyses, we found the following:

Adequate Space was associated with higher quality Staff Engagement for all
five SAYO-S youth outcomes.

Staff Engagement did not have a direct effect on youth outcomes, but it had a
significant effect on Quality Homework Time, High Quality Challenging Activities
and Youth Engagement. This relationship held true for all five outcomes we tested.

Youth Engagement had strong, statistically significant direct links to all the 
youth outcomes.

Relations with Families, which captured interactions between staff and par-
ents at pickup time, was linked with positive increases in youth’s Relationship with
Adults in the program.

Higher Quality Activities and Quality Homework Time were not linked
directly to changes in youth outcomes and suggests further research in this area
would be helpful.

P r o g r a m  Q u a l i t y  
a n d  Yo u t h  O u t c o m e s

A report of the Massachusetts After-School Research Study

Pathways to Success for Youth:
What Counts in After-School

4

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Youth 
Outcomes

Staff Engagement
• Actively engaged in activities 

with youth
• Gives positive cues
• Encourages youth
• Listens to youth
• Interacts positively 

and respectfully

Youth Engagement
• Respectful of each other
• Responsive to staff
• Positive with staff
• Positive behavior
• Listen to each other
• Cooperate with each other

Relations 
with Families

at pick up

Quality
Homework

Time

High Quality
Challenging,

Activities

Youth Outcomes
• Homework effort
• Initiative
• Behavior
• Relations w/peers
• Relations w/adults

Adequate
Space

What counts
The major pathway uncovered by MARS was
that staff engagement is significantly related to
higher quality activities and homework assis-
tance and is, in fact, the prerequisite for having
fully engaged youth, which ultimately becomes
the key factor leading to positive youth outcomes.

Staff engagement is a critical 
component in the pathway to program
quality and youth engagement. Youth
engagement in the MARS study is linked
to having staff who treat the children
and youth in the program with respect,
engage actively with them in activities,
listen to youth, and enjoy their work. 

Youth engagement in afterschool
programs is very important to achieving
youth outcomes. Youth engagement
includes positive interactions with
adults, friendly relationships with peers,
and focused participation in activities.

Programs may benefit from focusing
on their communication with parents.
Children who showed the most 
improvement in their relations with adults
were significantly more likely to attend
programs where there was good com-
munication with parents at pickup time. 



What counts
Staff with the skills and continuity to engage in a positive, 
productive manner with youth is associated with positive youth 
outcomes. Programs where staff and directors had higher 
educational backgrounds, and where more staff were certified
teachers had higher youth outcomes in some areas. Youth who 
participated in programs that had a higher percentage of staff with
a college degree as well as those with a director with higher 
educational attainment were more likely to improve in their 
homework efforts. In addition, youth in programs with a higher 
percentage of certified staff had more improvement in their relations
with peers. In programs with higher staff turnover during the year,
youth made less progress in their homework improvement. 

A positive relationship with school personnel can be helpful. 
Programs that reported the strongest relationships with principals 
had more improvement in four of the five youth outcomes:
Homework, Initiative, Behavior, and Relations with Peers. Programs
that reported good relationships with school teachers had more
improvement in Homework and Initiative. 
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P r o g r a m  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
a n d  Yo u t h  O u t c o m e s
Our in-person interviews with program coordinators provided 
additional information about program features and characteristics that were
not observable. We looked to see whether program characteristics have
any direct relationship with youth outcomes. This is a more complex and
distant relationship, since youth outcomes are likely to be affected by a host
of other factors as well. As expected, we found a higher degree of relationship
between program characteristics and program quality, which we report on
in the next section. We did, however, find the following significant 
correlations to youth outcomes. 

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Youth 
Outcomes



The MARS study enables us to see the relationship between 
program characteristics and program quality through its rich dataset. These
findings can guide us in creating and sustaining high quality programs. 

What counts
Programs need enough staff to provide youth with small groups and 
individual attention. Programs with smaller group sizes for activities, as
well as those with fewer children for each staff member (lower ratio) were
higher in quality.

Staff who have strong preparation and good working conditions
provide higher quality programming. Programs with more highly educated
and highly paid staff, as well as those with more highly educated 
program directors, typically had higher quality programs. Programs with
certified teachers, and those with lower turnover in their staff also had
higher quality in some areas. Programs that provided more training 
had higher scores on staff engagement with youth.

Programs with certain characteristics can be high in one aspect 
of quality and low in another. In particular, larger programs, those with
certified teachers, and those with a greater emphasis on structured
activities tended to rate higher on the quality of their activities, but lower in
their communication with the families of participating children and youth.

Programs with good relationships with school personnel tend to
have higher quality, especially in the activities they offer. Program directors who
reported stronger connections with the school(s) that their children attended,
including understanding school objectives and having good relationships
with principals and teachers, had higher quality activities for youth.

Good pacing supports quality. Programs that were well paced
throughout the afternoon, not rushing children from one activity to another,
were more likely to have high staff engagement, youth engagement, and
better communication with families at pickup time. Programs that
focused on academic improvement were less likely to have a relaxed,
flexible pace.

Some things don’t matter. Where a program was located—in a
school or in the community—had no relationship to the quality of the 
programming it provided. Program goals also had only a weak relationship
to program quality.
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Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

P r o g r a m  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
a n d  P r o g r a m  Q u a l i t y

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Youth 
Outcomes



With our observations of the MARS programs, we can
also note areas of higher and lower quality in the sample of programs. 
While areas of strength and weakness varied, in general, we found the 
following positive attributes at the MARS programs:  

The highest ratings were on items related to a general positive climate
in the programs. Most programs had friendly staff who were relaxed and
familiar with the children in the program. Most interactions between staff
and youth were positive. Low staff:youth ratios meant that there were
enough staff available to meet the needs of participants.

Youth seemed relaxed and friendly with each other; there were very few 
conflicts between youth during the afternoons that we visited the programs.

Most programs had an appropriate space or spaces in which to conduct
the afternoon activities. 

Activities were appropriate for the age group being served.

Other areas, linked by research to positive outcomes for children, were less
evident. These areas provide some guidance for what is needed in the field.
They are ripe for further discussion and planning and for change through pro-
gram improvement and professional development activities. 

P r o g r a m  Q u a l i t y  i n
t h e  M A R S  P r o g r a m s
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We had few observations of:

Staff facilitating youth engagement in
learning, using facilitative questioning, group
reflection, or project-based learning 

Opportunities for youth leadership or peer
learning

Activities that built on the cultural or ethnic 
backgrounds of the children attending the 
program.

Prior planning or intentionality (although in
some cases, this probably existed and simply
wasn’t observable). Many of the activities
were quite simple, and required little or no
planning by staff. 

Intentional goals or learning connected to 
activities.

These generalizations can guide attention to
areas of the field that may benefit from increased
training and technical assistance. Of course, it
is important to note that not all programs we
observed followed these patterns—some were
struggling with basic organization while others
stood out as examples of the environment that
well-designed programs can create for youth.
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MARS is one of the first studies to explore the relationships
between program characteristics and program quality, as well as identify key
quality indicators that help produce positive outcomes for youth. Unlike pre-
vious studies that compare youth who attend afterschool programs with
those who do not, MARS looks at the types of experiences and relationships
that children and youth have during their participation in afterschool programs,
as well as how the quality of these experiences are linked to a range of youth
outcomes. While the data is correlational in nature, and therefore we cannot
demonstrate that the quality indicators cause positive outcomes, the findings
do suggest avenues for programs, policy, and further research.

The MARS study offers many useful insights into the connections between
high quality afterschool programs and improved outcomes for the young
people attending these programs, as well as approaches to providing high
quality experiences for youth. MARS tells us afterschool programs can help
youth achieve important, positive outcomes. It also suggests that substan-
tial support over a sustained period of time is necessary to meet the high
expectations we have for afterschool programs. It will take that support to
build a sustainable system staffed by professionals with the capacity to cre-
ate and maintain quality programs.

Further information on the MARS study can be found in the MARS Brief
Report and the MARS Policy Brief. Both are available at www.uwmb.org.
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What Counts
What Program Quality Indicators lead to Youth Outcomes?

Youth Engagement in Programs

Staff Engagement with Youth

Communication with Families

What Program and Staff Characteristics lead to Youth Outcomes:?
Staff Skills to Engage Youth

Educational Background of Staff & Director

Lower Staff Turnover

Communication with School Personnel

What Program and Staff Characteristics lead to Quality Programs?
Small Group Sizes for Activities 

Lower Staff-to-Youth Ratios

Staff who have Strong Preparation and Good Working Conditions

Lower Staff Turnover

Programs with Professional Development Opportunities for Staff

Programs with Structured Activities 

Communications with School Personnel

Programs that are Well-Paced, Not Rushed

Where a program is located- school or community-based – does NOT impact quality

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Program 
Quality 

Indicators

Program & Staff
Characteristics

Youth 
Outcomes
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