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Abstract
It has long been understood that high-quality staffing is a major contributor to achieving positive
outcomes for children and youth in out-of-school time (OST) programs. Yet, information on the current
OST program workforce is outdated and understudied. The purpose of this study was to explore, via a
convenience sample of OST program workers, the perceived features of the OST field and the relative
importance of these features to workers in the field. The researchers were particularly interested in OST
worker perception of features that may typically be associated with longevity in a profession. Improving
understanding of the perceptions of the OST workforce may help employers to foster the work
environments, staffing structures, compensation approaches, and professional development experiences
that influence high-quality workers to stay in the field. The study findings illuminate the significance that
workers in the OST field attach to passion for a field of work, and the central importance to them of
building relationships with and fostering positive and healthy development for children.
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Introduction and Background
While providing care and safety has historically been a major focus of after-school programs,
today programs often offer a broad array of learning and enrichment activities with goals to
support academic and social-emotional skill-building. It has long been understood that highquality staffing is a major contributor to achieving positive outcomes for children and youth in
out-of-school time (OST)1 programs (Commission on Children at Risk, 2003; Curry et al., 2009;
Gable & Halliburton, 2003; Knoche, Peterson, Edwards, & Jeon, 2006; Miller & Hall, 2007).
Having a good understanding of the OST workforce, its characteristics, needs, attitudes, and
values helps to inform effective approaches for recruiting, developing, and retaining quality
workers.
Previous studies have shown that the OST workforce presents a diverse profile (Yohalem &
Pittman, 2006; Yohalem, Pittman, & Edwards, 2010) as related to age, background, level of
education, and prior experience such that a “single cohesive description of the workforce cannot
be constructed” (Nee, Howe, Schmidt & Cole, 2006, p. 45). Several factors have been identified
as persistent challenges to supporting and maintaining a productive and effective OST
workforce. Lack of full-time work opportunities and low compensation have been at the
forefront of reasons workers have reported for moving on from the field (Porter, 2012;
Whitebook, Phillips, & Howes, 2014; Yohalem & Pittman, 2006; Yohalem et al., 2010).
Employment in the OST field is often seen as a stepping-stone to other careers with better pay,
making it difficult to advocate for investment in workers who may take their skills elsewhere.
Nee et al. (2006) reported that three quarters of OST workers age 25 or less, many with college
degrees, expected to leave the field within 3 years. However, the OST field also does include a
set of workers who are mostly full-time, have advanced degrees and are less prone to turnover
(Nee et al., 2006). Yet, this set of workers may lack career advancement pathways that connect
job opportunities, responsibilities, and compensation in a clear and systemic way. The most
recent OST workforce survey conducted by the National AfterSchool Association (NAA) in 2013

1

We substitute “out-of-school time” or OST for “after-school” to take a broader title for programs that take place
during the out-of-school hours and include programs that take place before school, during school holidays, and
during summer.
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found that 39% of its members had been with their current employer for more than 10 years
(NAA, n.d.), suggesting a “core of workers with longevity” (Nee et al., 2006, pg. 5).
Most of our current understanding of workforce characteristics has been drawn from these two
major workforce studies conducted by the Forum for Youth Investment in 2005 and NAA in
2013 (NAA, n.d.; Yohalem & Pittman, 2006). Definite steps have been taken in the field to
improve supports for the workforce including development of training, higher education, the
creation of career pathways and ways to collect data such as workforce registries, along with
attempts to improve compensation for workers.
However, a deeper and updated understanding of the OST workforce is crucial to supporting
and sustaining the quality and impact of OST program learning experiences for America’s
children. Recent comments in a newly-released report by The Aspen Institute (2019) compel
that while “considerable attention has been given on the social, emotional, and cognitive
competencies of children and youth as well as the content and contexts that foster them . . .
less attention has been given to the critical role of adults in creating rich, equitable learning
environments or engaging with young people in the kinds of supportive relationships that
ensure that all students achieve their fullest potential, regardless of background and
circumstance” (p. 31). In order to fill this critical role and to stay engaged in the field, workers
need to feel supported, well-trained, compensated, recognized, and hopeful. It is valuable to
investigate how workers perceive the OST profession. How well do the features of the OST field
align with workers’ professional needs?

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore, via a convenience sample of OST program workers,
the perceived features of the OST field and the relative importance of these features to workers
in the field. The study was conducted by researchers from the National Institute on Out-ofSchool Time (NIOST) at Wellesley College. NIOST is an action-research institute that supports
the healthy development of children, families, and communities, and advances the OST field
through research, training, advocacy, and tools.
The researchers were particularly interested in OST worker perception of features that may
typically be associated with longevity in a profession such as career advancement, high pay,
favorable benefits, professional development, and flexible work schedules. Improving
understanding of the perceptions of the OST workforce may help employers to foster the work
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environments, staffing structures, compensation approaches, and professional development
experiences that influence high-quality workers to stay in the field.
Specific research questions were addressed:
1. What do current OST workers perceive as significant features of the OST field?
2. What do current OST workers report as important features of a field of employment to
them and how available are these features in the OST field?
3. Through responses to open-ended questions, what do OST workers report regarding
work satisfaction, challenge, and entry into the field?

Method
Sample
Demographics
The sample consisted of 342 participants. Most respondents completed demographic questions
and 83% self-identified as female, 77% self-identified as White. Of the sample, 41% had a
bachelor’s degree and 32% had a master’s degree. Mean age was 40 years (SD = 13.3). As for
income levels, 12% of respondents reported an income below $20,000; 48% between $21,000
and $50,000; 21% between $50,001 and $70,000; 10% between $70,001 and $90,000; and
9% over $90,000.

Work Characteristics
Respondents reported working in the field for 9 years on average (SD = 8.1), with a median of
5.0 years. Most respondents (70%) reported working full-time and 30% reported working parttime. Directors, managers, supervisors, and coordinators comprised 73% of the sample and
10% were frontline staff. Participants reported working other jobs in the OST program field
(21%) and outside of the OST program field (38%). Almost two thirds (60%) of the sample
reported doing unpaid work which contributes to their position.

Geographic Background
Approximately 33% of respondents said they work in a site located in a suburban area, 19%
were in a rural area, and 49% in an urban area. Forty-five percent were from the Northeast,
9% from the South, 37% from the Midwest, and 8% from the West.
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Procedure
Data were collected over 3 weeks in January 2019. The survey was administered using Qualtrics
XM (2019) and distributed using convenience and snowball sampling (Elliot, Fairweather, Olsen,
& Pampaka, 2016) through NIOST’s communication channels including a mailing list, Facebook,
and Twitter. NIOST maintains a mailing list of national level OST program leaders, researchers,
practitioners, and other youth development professionals. Participants were invited to share the
survey with peers in the OST program field working in and outside their organization. The study
was approved by the IRB at Wellesley College. The survey was designed to be completed on
average in 20 minutes. Median response time was 10 minutes.

Measures
Survey questions were developed based on a review of previous studies that have addressed
OST and early childhood workforce issues (Morrow, 2000; NAA, n.d.; Whitebook, 1989;
Whitebook et al., 2014; Yohalem & Pittman, 2006; Yohalem et al., 2010). In addition, the
questions were informed by the research team’s collective professional knowledge of workforce
trends and issues in the field. The survey was reviewed by the research team before being
finalized for distribution. The survey consisted of 74 items grouped into three areas: (a)
features of the OST field and their availability in the OST field; (b) the level of importance to the
responder of perceived features of the OST field; and (c) open-ended responses regarding work
satisfaction, challenge, and entry into the field.

Data Analysis
This exploratory study took a mixed-methods approach. In the quantitative section, individual
indicators were analyzed descriptively. The qualitative data from the open-ended questions
were coded thematically by question. Themes and categories were derived inductively and each
piece of data had the potential to be coded in multiple categories. These data were analyzed by
two members of the research team and consensus was built through discussion and revision
with research team members. The quantitative and qualitative data are presented by thematic
area to triangulate data about what is important to the members of the OST workforce who
participated in this study.
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Results
Workers’ Perceptions of the Features of the OST Field
Survey participants were presented with a list of possible work field features and asked how
true these features were of their perception of the OST field. Participants pointed to the
opportunity to work with children and youth as clear feature of OST work. Some of the features
of a work field that may influence longevity and satisfaction in a career seemed less evident to
workers and were rated between “A Little True” and “Mostly True” including fair pay,
opportunity for advancement, and benefits (see Table 1).

Table 1. Respondents’ Average Scores on Perceptions of the OST Field

How true is each of the following statements about the OST field?
M

SD

Provides opportunity to work with children and youth

3.86

0.40

Provides opportunity to give back to a community

3.44

0.72

Provides opportunity for challenging and exciting work

3.34

0.72

Provides a lively environment, with socializing and collaboration

3.28

0.76

Provides opportunity for professional development and learning

3.09

0.78

Provides work flexibility related to days of the week and/or hours at work

2.60

1.03

Provides opportunity for advancement or promotion

2.40

0.92

Connects workers to benefits such as health care and education

2.29

0.99

Provides fair pay

2.23

0.97

The OST field . . .

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation; 1 (Not true), 2 (A little true), 3 (Mostly true), 4 (Very true)

Appreciation of the opportunity to work with children was also evident in the open-response
questions. Many respondents (n = 72) indicated that building relationships with children and
seeing them change and grow up over time is valued most. Relationships become even more
meaningful as they extend to family members. Two respondents commented:

I love the students. I have such a great relationship with them. They are the
reason I come to work. (41, F, PT)2

2

Age in years, Male or Female, Full-time or Part-time
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I am able to be part of the [children’s] lives and their families daily . . . I will
cherish this for the rest of my life. Not only do I have my own family, but other
families I work with say I'm part of theirs. They come back and invite me to
graduations and other family celebrations. I am able to take that with me and
the feeling is tremendous. (54, F, FT)
Some respondents (n = 19) noted that they feel a sense of connection and camaraderie with
their co-workers, whom they view as a benefit of their work. They appreciate the shared
passion for youth work and view their colleagues as friends. One worker stated:

I love the people that are attracted to this field. I have made so many lasting
friendships. And they count in the quality and value of my life. (70, M, FT)
OST workers pointed to the opportunity to give back to the community as another main feature
of the OST field (M = 3.44). Open-ended responses provided more evidence that OST workers
value aspects of their work that contribute in meaningful ways to communities and families.
Respondents (n = 81) described their commitment to helping others and specifically to making
a positive difference in the lives of children and families, especially families who are underresourced and/or underserved. They expressed pride in their role in helping others, filling in
gaps, and teaching youth new skills. One worker commented:

The growth and development of our children is critical to our future, and I am
proud to be a part of a community of work that is focused on this. (50, F, FT)
One respondent commented that OST programs hold a complementary role to schools for
children’s development stating that:

I believe in the vital importance of the role OST programs play in the lives of
developing school-agers; it's a "service" as critical as school . . . so every year I
"re-choose" to stay [in the field]. (50, F, FT)
One respondent commented on the motivation to keep giving back to the community and
children as more of a passion that can’t be ignored and drives her work: “I'm getting older now
so the long days are taking a toll, but I stay because I have the passion. Passion doesn't get
old.” (51, F, FT)
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Table 2. Respondents’ Average Scores on Perceptions of the OST Field Organized by
Degree

How true is each of the following statements about the OST field?
What is the highest level of

Associates

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Total

degree

degree

degree

(n = 284)

(n = 23)

(n = 117)

(n = 90)

education you have
completed?

Provides opportunity to work
with children and youth
Provides opportunity to give
back to a community
Provides opportunity for
challenging and exciting work

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

3.91

0.29

3.83

0.46

3.88

0.33

3.86

0.40

3.48

0.67

3.42

0.71

3.54

0.69

3.44

0.72

3.43

0.73

3.27

0.74

3.47

0.69

3.34

0.73

3.39

0.72

3.30

0.76

3.31

0.79

3.28

0.76

3.22

0.90

3.06

0.79

3.14

0.76

3.08

0.79

2.91

1.04

2.50

1.03

2.53

1.06

2.59

1.03

2.61

0.78

2.30

0.93

2.35

0.89

2.38

0.91

2.09

0.90

2.34

1.03

2.37

0.98

2.26

0.99

2.35

0.88

2.18

1.01

2.24

0.99

2.24

0.98

Provides a lively environment,
with socializing and
collaboration
Provides opportunity for
professional development and
learning
Provides work flexibility related
to days of the week and/or
hours at work
Provides opportunity for
advancement or promotion
Connects workers to benefits
such as health care and
education
Provides fair pay

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation; 1 (Not true), 2 (A little true), 3 (Mostly true), 4 (Very true)

There was some variability in perception of features when examined by level of education.
Workers with associate degrees were more likely than workers with advanced degrees to report
that the OST field offers fair pay and opportunity for advancement. Across all three levels
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workers had strong agreement that the OST field offers opportunity for challenging and exciting
work and a social and collaborative environment. Workers at the associate degree level and
presumably earlier in their careers also perceived as “more true” that the OST field offers
opportunity for professional development and learning (See Table 2).

Alignment of Features of a Profession and Availability in the OST Field
Survey respondents reported how important some typical features of a profession were to
them, and also, whether or not they believed these features were evident in the OST field.
Almost 90% of the respondents considered every feature presented in the survey question as
important to them as employees/job seekers. Respondents attached less significance to job
performance recognition and opportunity for advancement, yet still over 86% of survey
participants considered those elements important. The five features considered important by
the most workers were (a) life–work balance, (b) financial stability, (c) opportunity for
professional development, (d) competitive pay, and (e) level of autonomy and independence.
While these five features were important to the greatest number of workers, there was
comparatively little confidence in the field’s ability to provide financial stability or competitive
pay. Respondents rated financial stability, competitive pay, and benefits as only “maybe”
available in the OST field (see Table 3).
Table 3. Features of a Field of Employment and Availability in the OST Field Ranked
by Percent of Respondents
Element

Importance

Available in
OST Field?

% Yes

N

SD

Life–work balance

96.6

2.26

0.69

Financial stability

96.3

1.78

0.62

Opportunity for professional development

95.9

2.45

0.58

Competitive pay

95.3

1.88

0.63

Autonomy and independence

93.9

2.43

0.62

Challenge

93.2

2.58

0.56

Coaching and feedback

91.8

2.40

0.63

Availability of benefits

90.1

1.99

0.72

Opportunity for advancement

88.0

1.96

0.60

Recognition for job performance

86.3

2.26

0.67

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation; 1 (No), 2 (Maybe), 3 (Definitely)
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Mean ratings on how available a feature was in the OST field varied slightly by position (ranked
by mean average of all respondents). Frontline staff/practitioners1 generally gave the lowest
ratings as to the availability of features, except for life–work balance and opportunity for
advancement. While life–work balance and financial stability were considered important by
almost every worker, those two features remained in the bottom half of mean ratings on
availability in the field. Directors are the most likely workers to access full-time hours and higher
salaries, yet they still rated availability of benefits comparatively lower than other features.
Workers across all positions agreed that challenge was a significant feature of the OST field.

Table 4. Features of a Field of Employment and Availability in the OST Field.
Organized by Position.
Directors

Managers/

Frontline

Total

(n = 126)

coordinators

staff/

(n = 264)

(n = 66)

practitioners
(n = 27)

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Challenge

2.70

0.48

2.56

0.56

2.44

0.64

2.61

0.54

Autonomy and independence

2.47

0.60

2.46

0.61

2.33

0.62

2.45

0.61

2.50

0.53

2.37

0.60

2.37

0.63

2.44

0.58

Coaching and feedback

2.41

0.62

2.38

0.65

2.26

0.59

2.39

0.63

Recognition for job performance

2.27

0.64

2.26

0.69

2.19

0.69

2.26

0.66

Life–work balance

2.20

0.67

2.18

0.68

2.41

0.69

2.24

0.68

Availability of benefits

2.05

0.71

2.08

0.76

1.89

0.58

2.01

0.71

Opportunity for advancement

1.93

0.58

2.05

0.62

1.96

0.44

1.98

0.58

Competitive pay

1.84

0.57

2.06

0.65

1.78

0.64

1.87

0.62

Financial stability

1.84

0.63

1.83

0.67

1.52

0.51

1.79

0.63

Opportunity for professional
development

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation; 1 (No), 2 (Maybe), 3 (Definitely). Slight variation in mean
ratings from Table 3 is due to small difference in number of respondents captured in Table 4 compared to
Table 3.

1

When coding positions we included the terms: youth development professional, teacher, educator, and specialist in the category of
Frontline staff/practitioner.
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Financial concerns dominated open-ended responses when workers were asked about the
challenges of working in the OST field. These concerns also seemed a major influence towards
seeking employment in an alternate field. There was general consensus that working in the OST
field means earning less income than earned in other fields. Many workers described tension
between what they like about working in the OST field and the difficulties associated with trying
to find “livable wages” which might motivate them to seek other employment:

I stay because I have been able to work my way up to a leadership role with
higher pay and steadier income. If I hadn't been able to advance beyond an
hourly, part-time program staff, I wouldn't still be involved. (41, F, PT)
The reality is most OST jobs do not pay a sustainable wage . . . currently the
energy I get from working in OST is worth the low pay, but this may not be
feasible if I decide to have my own kids, etc. (27, F, FT)
The hours overall give you time to do other things, but you have to live paycheck
to paycheck which is stressful. (30, F, FT)
Responses to open-ended questions also suggest that some workers (n = 32) appreciate the
chance to work with youth in an environment that is more autonomous and less structured than
the traditional school learning environment. Respondents expressed that the field gives an
opportunity to bring forth their own interests, passions, teaching style, and creativity. One
worker pointed out advantages of the OST teaching environment compared to the traditional
classroom:

The [OST] field is much more exciting than traditional classroom school day
work. My friends who are school day teachers are very envious of our ability to
adapt our lessons and programming to meet students and families as their
interests and needs change over time. (36, F, FT)
While autonomy, independence, and challenge were all very important to OST workers and
considered “maybe” to “definitely” available in the OST field, workers reported symptoms of
overload and burnout as they strive to juggle the many demands of their jobs. These
participants cited issues such as too much paperwork, high staff turnover, the stress of
fundraising, changing regulations, children’s behavioral issues, and the challenge of meeting the
needs of so many children and families as potentially draining or overwhelming circumstances
frequent in the OST field. One respondent explained:
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The hours, expectations, and the workload are completely unrealistic, and always
changing, with-ever growing expectations, rules and regulations . . . you just
can't keep up unless you're working 70 hours a week or in a larger and better
supported program. (47, F, FT)
While on the survey matrix question there was comparatively higher agreement that
opportunities for professional development are available in the OST field, responses to openended questions suggest that the OST field is often perceived as limited in opportunities for
professional advancement and professional development. Although some directors noted that
they make intentional efforts to train and mentor their staff and that this was an important and
rewarding part of their jobs, others felt the lack of broad professional recognition and low
remuneration was overpowering to retention.

As a director [the biggest challenge is] staff retention. The pay isn’t comparable
to everything you have to do for this job. This is a part-time position with fulltime commitments but we don’t compensate for that. (33, F, FT)

Discussion
The study findings illuminate the significance that workers in the OST field attach to passion for
a field of work, and the central importance to them of building relationships with and fostering
positive and healthy development for children. However, passion alone cannot sustain a
workforce. Further, there is a risk that passion can be misused, leading to extra and unpaid
work (Kim, Campbell, Shepherd & Kay, 2019; Duke University, 2019). Though the OST field can
lift up passion as an asset of this particular workforce, it cannot neglect other important
workforce supports, namely fair compensation, opportunities for advancement, and benefits. In
other words, the OST field must work to sustain the energy and commitment to children that
the OST workforce brings, and also strengthen critical foundational workforce supports.
When responding to statements about foundational workforce elements, workers were clear
that financial stability, level of pay, and availability of benefits are not perceived as being widely
available in the field. Research from the related field of early child care has shown that wages
are still “unlivable” (Whitebook et al., 2014). In the 2005 surveys conducted by the Forum for
Youth, pay was cited as the number one factor influencing youth workers to leave the field
(Yohalem et al., 2010).
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Much work has been done over the past decade in the OST field to increase workforce supports
such as training, higher education opportunities, and career pathways. The findings suggest
that workers appreciate these opportunities, but have wages increased to reflect this growth?
Our respondents were predominantly directors and supervisors with close to half of those
respondents reporting annual salary between $20,000 and $50,000. It is evident that the level
of wages and salary for management positions in the field needs attention. Further investigation
is needed to determine how wages have shifted over time for frontline workers, and if
commensurate with experience, education, and training.
Given the difficulty of raising wages in the short term and the limited budgets with which most
OST programs function, it is useful for OST employers to consider alternative ways to promote
satisfaction and longevity in the field. Maximizing nonmonetary benefits such as autonomy and
flexibility might help to decrease staff burnout and turnover. Addressing the desire to “give back
to a community” by intentionally promoting and supporting connections between workers and
the families and communities they serve may help to grow aspirations towards leadership in the
field and staying power. The results show that work–life balance is greatly important, but
under-experienced. Finding ways to increase recognition of job performance by creating a
deeper culture of gratitude and appreciation for work accomplishments may promote longevity
in the field.
It was curious that workers from all levels agreed that "challenge" was a significant feature of
the OST field. It’s impossible to know the specific type of challenge that workers had in mind—
we surmised it was likely the daily challenge of managing large and vibrant groups of children
and youth, the stress of creating and delivering engaging and interesting experiences often at
the end of a long school day while also managing children's powerful emotions, trauma,
relationships, and growing experiences. The evidence seems in, that working in the OST field is
physically and emotionally exhausting, yet OST workers continue to exude passion. How does
the field respond to this truth?
The education and years of service profile of workers in this exploratory study resembled data
from the 2013 NAA findings which showed 34% having a master’s degree or higher and an
average of 10 years in the field (NAA, n.d.). Both survey samples, however, were overpopulated
with director and supervisor level respondents. There is clearly a need for additional research
on the frontline population of workers to gain a more comprehensive profile of the workforce
and to inform strategies to support retention.
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Limitations
This exploratory survey study was limited in several ways. Across many dimensions the sample
of survey respondents is not fully representative of the diversity in the workforce population
that would reflect our understanding and experience of the field. The invitation to the survey
was most likely received by a program leader based on the original distribution list. Those
leaders may have been unlikely to pass the survey on to frontline staff which resulted in the
overrepresentation of managers and supervisors in the survey sample. Program managers may
also be those most likely to have the access and time to complete a survey during the work
hours.

Conclusion
Future, larger-scale surveys should make intentional efforts to reach frontline staff and a more
diverse national population. We consider the continued investigation of OST worker
background, experience, perceptions of, and persistence in the field to be critical to the quality
of OST learning and growing experiences for children and youth.
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