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Abstract

After-school programs are potential contexts that may promote positive youth development (PYD) and
reduce problem behaviors among African American children. One way after-school programs may be
associated with reduced problem behaviors is by fostering an affirming sense of identity. Prior research
on racial-ethnic identity among African American children and adolescents has shown that a positive and
affirming sense of identity is related to less maladaptive coping, yet little is known about how after-school
programs may foster an affirming sense of identity and lead to reduced problem behaviors. The current
study adds to this discourse by investigating how children’s connection to staff and peers in after-school
settings is associated with racial-ethnic identity (as measured by racial-ethnic affirmation) and reduced
problem behaviors. Participants were 186 African American children ages 7—11 M = 8.44;SD = 1.10)
who completed surveys in the LEGACY Together Afterschool research project. Data were collected at 55
community-based after-school programs. Results indicated that positive racial-ethnic affirmation
mediated the association between after-school connectedness and problem behaviors, such that child-
report of connectedness—that is feeling safe and happy in the after-school programs—was directly
related to positive racial-ethnic identity and indirectly to reduced problem behaviors. These findings
underscore the importance of supportive after-school programs that encourage meaningful interactions
among staff and children that are nurturing and affirming to children’s identities.

Key words: after-school connectedness, racial—ethnic affirmation, racial—ethnic identity, problem
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The Importance of Afterschool Connectedness for African American Children

After-school programs provide 1.5 million African American children and adolescents with safe,
supportive environments during out-of-school hours (Afterschool Alliance, 2021; Woodland,
2016). Studies suggest that relationships with caring and supportive staff in quality, organized,
well-attended after-school programs may lead to fewer problem behaviors, less substance use
risk, and higher levels of academic achievement (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Fredericks &
Simpkins, 2012; Gabalda et al., 2010; E. Smith et al., 2018; Vandell, Lee, et al., 2020; Vandell,
Simpkins, et al., 2020). Based upon premises of social bonding theory, when children feel close
to others, such as parents, teachers, and even after-school staff, they are more likely to
espouse the positive values for goal attainment held by the caring adults in their lives (Hirschi,
2004). Additionally, settings-theory and systems frameworks posit that after-school settings
provide youth with opportunities for meaningful relationships that support socioemotional and
identity development (Tseng & Seidman, 2007). This empirical and theoretical evidence
suggests that supportive relationships in after-school settings may foster identity development
and prevent problem behaviors.

Conceptualizing the Role of After-School Programs in Racial-Ethnic Identity

The Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) provides some
explanation for how after-school programs may nurture a positive sense of racial—ethnic identity
and reduce maladaptive coping behaviors (Spencer et al., 2002; Spencer et al., 1997). PVEST
describes that high-risk environments for minoritized children in the United States may affect
their self-perception, leading to resiliency or psychopathology. The degree to which these risks
impact a child depends on the social supports (e.g., connection to others) they experience
within and across contexts (e.g., after-school programs). The nature of these supports from
adults and peers can help inform a more positive sense of self, which is related to adaptive
coping strategies (Spencer et al., 2002; Spencer et al., 1997). The current study applies PVEST
to after-school settings by investigating how African American children’s perception of after-
school connectedness to adults and peers is associated with a more positive affirmation of their
racial—ethnic identity and related to reduced problem behaviors. Drawing upon relational
developmental systems, connectedness is one of the several dimensions of positive youth
development in which synergistic coactions help us to understand interactions between youth
and their key developmental settings (Lerner et al., 2021).

176


http://jyd.pitt.edu/

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 17 Issue 4 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2022.1137

After-School Connectedness

The Salience of After-School Connectedness

After-school connectedness describes how attached youth feel to staff and peers in after-school
settings (Resnick et al., 1997). Support and connectedness between staff and children are
critical for development (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Kataoka & Vandell, 2013; Lerner et al.,
2005; Miller, 2005). Warm, welcoming environments where staff smile often, maintain eye
contact, and use respectful language may help foster feelings of belonging and connectedness
in children (Akiva et al., 2013). For African American children, after-school programs may help
connect youth with supportive adults and peers, which has been documented to be important
(Bulanda & McCrea, 2013; Woodland, 2016). These relationships helped youth process
traumatic experiences and life choices as well as develop their ability to care for others
(Bulanda & McCrea, 2013). These findings are a poignant portrayal of the healing and
restorative potential of after-school settings. It is possible that relationships in after-school
settings may also foster the development of positive racial—ethnic identity via relationships with
caring and affirming staff and peers. Scholars doing work in after-school contexts call for the
application of a social justice framework, relevant to African American youth, that explores the
roles of race, ethnicity, culture, and social justice (Barbarin et al., 2019; Brittian Loyd &
Williams, 2017; Lerner et al., 2021; E. Smith et al., 2019; Williams & Deutch, 2016). This work
suggests that we need to be attentive to the ways in which after-school contexts might be
associated with cultural, racial, and ethnic aspects of child development; in this study, we are
particularly interested in children’s racial—ethnic identity.

Research on After-School Context, Racial-Ethnic Identity, and Affirmation

Investigating the association between after-school settings and children’s positive racial-ethnic
affirmation is critical because children’s perceptions of their race and/or ethnicity has been
linked to various aspects of behavioral and cognitive functioning (Neblett et al., 2012; Rivas-
Drake, Seaton, et al., 2014; Yu et al., 2021). Racial-ethnic affirmation refers to children’s
affection, respect, and pride for their racial-ethnic group (Rivas-Drake, Syed, et al., 2014). The
after-school context has been recognized as a context that might foster a positive sense of race
and ethnicity among young people (Brittian-Loyd & Williams, 2017). Research with African
American girls ages 10-14 in community programs posited that youth with more positive
“ethnic identities” would find drug use incongruent with their sense of belonging to their
people; a sense of identity was related to less endorsement and intention to use drugs in the
future (Corneille & Belgrave, 2007). Research on identity and actual behavioral outcomes
among African American children in after-school would further this important line of work.
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It should be noted that we use the phrase “racial—ethnic” in our study. Whereas both are used
interchangeably, they are distinct but related concepts. Race is a complex concept, originally
intended to reflect shared physiological characteristics, but given large within-group variability,
it is really used as a social construct to classify and oppress minoritized groups (Hughes et al.,
2006). Ethnicity refers to people who share common language, nationality, culture, values, or
practices (Umana-Taylor et al., 2014). African Americans share both a sense of perceived
physiology along with practices, values, and beliefs used to bolster the formation of healthy
identity and coping in their children, congruent with the concept of culture and ethnicity
(Anderson & Stevenson, 2019; Hughes et al., 2006). Racial—ethnic identity recognizes that a
sense of belonging to a group of people may be based on race (i.e., perceived shared
physiology) as well as one’s ethnicity (i.e., “common values, beliefs, and practices”; C. Smith et
al., 2009: p. 146). Congruent with the recommendation of Umana-Taylor and colleagues (2014)
to not make nominal distinctions between racial and ethnic identity, we chose to use the term
racial—ethnic identity.

Linking After-School Connectedness and Problem Behaviors

Positive relationships with staff in supportive, appropriately structured after-school settings are
associated with reduced externalizing behaviors in children (Durlak et al., 2010; E. P. Smith et
al., 2018; Wade & Rochlen, 2013). Minoritized youth who develop supportive relationships with
staff and peers in high quality after-school programs report reduced behavior problems as well
as low usage of marijuana, alcohol, and drugs (Kremer et al., 2015; E. Smith et al., 2013;
Tebes et al., 2007; Vandell et al., 2007; Walters, 2020). Although these benefits may be found
in all after-school programs, they often occur in quality programs where children form
relationships with adults and peers (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Simpkins, 2015).

The Roles of Age and Gender in Connectedness and Behavior

Feelings of connectedness, perceptions of race and/or ethnicity, and problem behaviors may
vary with age and gender (Allen et al., 2018; Chen & Jacobson, 2012; Hughes et al., 2009).
Children’s perceptions of their race and/or ethnicity develops across childhood and adolescence
(Cama & Sehgal, 2020; Phal & Way, 2006; Quintana, 2008). As youth get older, they continue
exploring and developing an understanding of their racial-ethnic group and the social meaning
attached to it; some youth may develop a sense of pride and affirmation in their group, often as
a result of socialization from their parents, teachers, and community (Hughes et al., 2006;
Quintana, 2007; Umaha-Taylor & Hill, 2020). These findings suggest that samples with older
elementary children may report more racial—ethnic affirmation than samples with younger
elementary children. Age has also been associated with an increased risk for problem behaviors
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(Balocchini et al., 2013; Gray & Squeglia, 2018), which suggests that older youth may engage
in more problem behaviors than younger youth.

Regarding gender, some girls demonstrate low initial levels of racial-ethnic identity but exhibit
higher levels of growth in early elementary school, perhaps due to how adults socialize children
(C. Smith et al., 2009; Thomas & Speight, 1999). Fathers have been documented to socialize
sons to their race, whereas mothers have been documented to socialize their ethnicity (Caughy
et al., 2011; McHale et al., 2006). Parents have also reported giving boys messages on
preparation of bias because of societal stereotypes that result in Black boys being perceived as
more threatening and providing cultural socialization messages to girls (Bentley-Edwards, et al.,
2016; Gaylord-Harden, et al., 2018; Johnson, 2022; Smith-Bynum et al., 2016). Girls have
reported feeling more connected to schools than boys (Niehaus et al., 2012); it is possible that
girls may also report higher levels of after-school connectedness than boys. Comparably, boys
are more likely to exhibit externalizing behaviors and use drugs than girls (Kloos et al., 2009;
MclIntosh et al., 2012). These findings suggest that there may be gender differences regarding
after-school connectedness, racial—ethnic affirmation, and problem behaviors.

Summary and Rationale for the Current Study

In summary, after-school programs may be a preventive factor for poor outcomes in African
American children (Gabalda et al., 2010; Woodland, 2016), yet little is known about the reasons
for this effect among African American elementary-aged children. We propose that this effect
may be due to two promotive processes: children’s perceptions of after-school connectedness
and racial—ethnic affirmation. Knowing how contexts such as after-school programs nurture
racial—ethnic affirmation is important because it can help practitioners develop interventions
that may prevent problem behaviors in African American youth, potentially leading to more
positive, adaptive outcomes in life. This study meets this need by testing the following
hypothesis: Children’s after-school connectedness is indirectly related to reduced problem
behaviors through increased racial—ethnic affirmation. Figure 1 presents the conceptual model
used to test this hypothesis.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model

Racial—ethnic
affirmation
After-school Problem behaviors
connectedness
Gender
Age
Methods
Participants

The sample consisted of 186 African American children who completed surveys in the LEGACY
Together Afterschool research project. The current sample includes children who self-reported
their race as African/Black, which comprised approximately 23% of the total sample of 800
students. Latino children comprised 6% of the sample and multi-racial—ethnic children
comprised 16% of the sample. These sample sizes were insufficient for optimal individual
analyses and were not included. White children comprised 48% of the overall sample; however,
they were not included here given variations in the significance of racial—ethnic affirmation and
our aim to understand these complex processes within the contexts of children’s own
experiences and not in comparison to others (Phinney & Landin, 1998; Rivas-Drake, Seaton, et
al., 2014).

Of the 186 African American children, 50.5% were boys and 49.5% were girls. The ages of
these children ranged from 7 to 11 years (M = 8.43; SD = 1.10). These children attended one
of 55 community-based after-school programs located in Central Pennsylvania; 51 programs
provided program demographic data and four did not. Of those that provided demographics, 16
programs were located in urban neighborhoods; 35 were located in suburban neighborhoods.
The number of children attending these after-school programs ranged from 11 to 68 (M =
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26.92; SD = 12.61). The percent of children receiving free or reduced-price lunch at schools
ranged from 10% to 100% (M = 51.64; SD = 30.89).

Procedures

The goal of this study was to center the ways in which the child’s experience of connectedness
in after-school settings is indirectly related to reduced problem behaviors through racial—ethnic
affirmation. Consent forms were sent home to the parents of children participating in the after-
school programs. Opt-out procedures were used so that parents could refuse participation at
any time. Children assented before participation. Surveys were administered in a group format
to children via small electronic personal digital devices (PDA) that were created to be “child-
friendly.” Children could listen to a programmed voice who read aloud the questions at their
respective reading level, or the child could read the questions themselves, assisted by staff if
necessary. Throughout the survey, jokes, cartoon characters, and animals were occasionally
used to encourage and praise the children for persisting and finishing the survey. It took
students 45 to 60 minutes to complete the survey. In appreciation of their participation,
children were given small incentives, such as string bags or water bottles.

Measures

Covariates

Children self-reported their gender and age which are used as covariates in the analyses.

After-School Connectedness

After-school connectedness was assessed using the 8-item afterschool connectedness scale
(ACS; E. Smith et al., 2013). The measure is based on Resnick et al.’s (1997) school
connectedness scale and assesses how safe, happy, and connected children felt to staff and
other children in after-school programs. Items were rated on a 3-point Likert scale, ranging
from 1 (not true) to 3 (very true). A sample item is: "I feel close to people at my after-school
program.” Scores were averaged, with higher scores indicative of a higher degree of after-
school connectedness. The after-school connectedness scale showed good internal consistency
reliability (a = .79).

Racial-Ethnic Identity and Affirmation

The measure of racial—ethnic affirmation was adapted from Phinney’s (1992) Multigroup
Measure of Ethnic Identity and a measure of racial—ethnic identity developed by E. Smith and
colleagues (2003), the parent-child-teacher racial-ethnic identity socialization measure (PRISM).
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It consisted of eight items that explored racial—ethnic pride, perceptions of racial barriers, and
racial trust/mistrust in children between the ages of 7 and 11. The revised version of PRISM
was reduced to three items to make it more internally consistent and developmentally
appropriate for children. A sample item from the revised PRISM that measures racial—-ethnic
identity is: “You have a lot of pride in people who are the same color as you, and pride in their
achievements.” Items were rated on a 3-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (not true) to 3 (very
true). In the current study, scores were averaged, with higher scores reflecting a higher level of
racial—ethnic identity. The scale showed good internal consistency reliability (a = .73).

Problem Behaviors

Problem behaviors were assessed using a developmentally sensitive measure used by Loeber
and colleagues in a longitudinal study of children’s vandalism, and use of cigarettes, marijuana,
and alcohol (Russo et al., 1993). This scale was developmentally sensitive because children
were first asked about where to find common items such as apples before being asked about
risky behaviors in increasing severity. For example, children were asked where they could find
an apple and if they had eaten one before being asked if they knew where to find cigarettes
and if they had smoked cigarettes. For each item in the scale, responses were coded as 0 (No)
and 1 (Yes). In the current study, scores were summed to create the Problem Behaviors Scale.
Scores ranged from 0 to 1, with higher scores reflecting a higher level of problem behaviors.
The items for the problem behavior scale showed acceptable internal consistency reliability (a =
.73).

Data Analyses

Analyses consisted of two steps. First, the means, standard deviations, bivariate correlations,
and cross tabulations were calculated for the observed variables using IBM SPSS Statistics 27.
Second, the study hypothesis was tested using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1988-2017). A
mediation model was estimated with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals obtained from
1,000 bootstrap resamples (Brown, 2015). Gender and age were added as covariates. Missing
data for the study variables ranged from 0% for gender to 12.9% for problem behaviors. Little's
(1988) test of missing completely at random was used to determine how to handle missing
data. The results of this test were not significant, x*(30) = 32.39, p = .35, so data were assumed
to be missing completely at random and full information maximum likelihood (FIML) was used
to estimate missing data. Fit was considered good if the value of chi-square was not significant;
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR) were less than .08; and comparative fit indices (CFI) and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI)
were greater than .90 (Kline, 2016).
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Results
Descriptive Statistics, Crosstabulations, and Bivariate Correlations

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of after-school connectedness, racial-ethnic
affirmation, and problem behaviors are depicted in Table 1. Children’s mean scores for after-
school connectedness was 2.42 (SD = 0.49) and racial—ethnic affirmation was 2.70 (SD = 0.52)
indicating a strong level of after-school connectedness and racial—ethnic affirmation. Children’s
mean score for problem behaviors was 0.14 (SD = 0.26), indicating 14% of these elementary
school-age children reported involvement in one of the items in the scale. As depicted in Table
2, of the children reporting problem behaviors (7 = 59), approximately 28% were age 7, 32%
were age 8, 22% were age 9, 14.% were age 10, and 3% were age 11, indicating that older
children report fewer problem behaviors than younger children. Bivariate correlations, illustrated
in Table 1, demonstrated that children who reported a high level of after-school connectedness
reported involvement in less, risky behaviors (r=-.33, p < .01). A positive sense of
race/ethnicity was also negatively associated with risky behavior (r =-.55, p < .01) suggesting
that as racial-ethnic affirmation increased, risky behavior decreased.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

N M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5
After-school connectedness 173 2.42 (0.49) | 1.00
Racial—ethnic affirmation 168 2.70 (0.52) | 0.34**  1.00
Problem behaviors 162 0.14 (0.24) | -0.33** | -0.55** | 1.00
Gender 186 1.49 (0.50) | -0.02 -0.04 -0.15 | 1.00
Age 183 8.44 (1.10) | -0.02 0.15 -0.03 | -0.20** | 1.00

Note. Gender is coded as 1 (Boy) and 2 (Girl).
* p < .05 (two-tailed). ** p < .01 (two-tailed).

Table 2. Crosstabulations of Problem Behaviors by Age

Age of Child
7 8 9 10 11 Total
No problem behaviors 23 28 32 16 2 101
Problem behaviors 17 19 13 8 2 59
Total 40 47 45 24 4 160
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Full Mediation Model

The full mediation model in Figure 2 tested the hypothesis that after-school connectedness
would be indirectly related to problem behaviors through racial-ethnic affirmation. After
adjusting for age and gender, the model demonstrated good fit to the data: x? (3) = 4.01, p
=.26, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR = 0.03, CFI = .99, TLI = .96. After-school connectedness was
positively associated with racial—ethnic affirmation, indicating that a sense of connectedness in
after-school settings was related to a stronger sense of racial-ethnic affirmation. Racial—ethnic
affirmation was negatively associated with problem behavior, indicating that a more affirming
sense of identity was related to less risky behavior. When examining the relationship between
connectedness and problem behavior, the association was small and negative, g = -0.17, p=
.04, suggesting that as after-school connectedness increased, risky behavior decreased. The
indirect effect of after-school connectedness on problem behaviors through racial—ethnic
affirmation was similar, g = -0.16, p = .005, indicating that children who felt more connected to
their after-school programs reported high levels of pride and reduced problem behaviors. Of the
covariates, only gender had a statistically significant, inverse relationship with problem
behaviors, g = -0.34, p = 0.005, indicating that girls reported fewer problem behaviors.

Figure 2. Full Mediation Model

Racial—-ethnic

affirmation

34orr

After-school Problem behaviors

connectedness
A

-.01

Gender

Age

Note. Standardized pathways are depicted.
* p < .05 (two-tailed). ** p < .01 (two-tailed). *** p < .001 (two-tailed).
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Discussion

After-school programs in which children feel safe, happy, and connected to staff and other
children may act as a protective factor against poor outcomes in African American children
(Gabalda et al., 2010; Woodland, 2016). The current study proposed this promotive association
may be due to children’s perceptions of supportive contexts that include relationships with
adults and peers, which may enhance children’s feelings of happiness, safety, and pride in who
they are as part of a racial—ethnic group. Analysis revealed that after-school connectedness was
indirectly related to problem behaviors through racial—ethnic affirmation. This finding is
consistent with PVEST. PVEST theorizes that the social supports children experience (e.g., after-
school connectedness) inform their self-appraisals and identity (racial—ethnic affirmation),
influencing whether or not they engage in adaptive or maladaptive coping strategies (e.g.,
problem behaviors; Spencer et al., 2002; Spencer et al., 1997). The current study applied
PVEST to after-school settings and found that children who report feeling connected to staff
and children in after-school programs also report strong racial—ethnic identity and less
engagement in problem behaviors. The current findings also support previous research that
found an association between racial—ethnic identity and problem behaviors (Benner et al., 2018;
Marcelo & Yates, 2019; Riggs et al., 2010; Wills et al., 2007; Zapolski et al., 2017) and
connectedness and problem behaviors (E. Smith et al., 2013).

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has several strengths and limitations. First, the current study uses self-report
data collected from children about their after-school connectedness, identity, and behavior.
Although this approach is a strength because it centers the child’s experience in the after-school
setting, other research on after-school settings, including from the LEGACY Together Project,
has used children, staff, directors, and observational data to examine the relationships between
program and neighborhood characteristics, children’s identity, and socioemotional development
(Belgrave et al., 2004; Kuperminc, 2019; E. Smith et al., 2018; Tebes et al., 2007; Witherspoon
et al., 2016). Preliminary analyses for the current study explored program demographic and
neighborhood characteristics, but with only one program per census tract, the amount of
variability due to higher-level factors was negligible in this study (ICC ranging from .04 to .07).
Having perspectives from multiple after-school program stakeholders helps to understand the
totality of the experience and processes; however, given the promotive factors investigated
(connectedness and racial—ethnic affirmation), individual youth voice is also necessary and
informative.
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Also, while researchers have called for next steps in this line of work (e.g., taking into account
the cultural ecologies of programs) this work is still underway (Riggs et al., 2010; Simpkins et
al., 2017). Programs using culturally responsive practices that incorporate ethnic socialization,
awareness of and support for cultural values, beliefs, and histories can help staff nurture
children’s connection to their race and/or ethnicity (Riggs et al., 2010; Simpkins et al., 2017).
Though this would be best measured by attending to cultural aspects of the program, a first
step is to at least begin to attend to whether other dimensions help facilitate a healthy
perspective of one’s ethnicity or race. Advances are needed in after-school programs similar to
assessments of school climate that not only attend to discrimination, but also the socializing
elements regarding race and ethnicity (Byrd, 2017; Sladek et al., 2021).

Second, the current study uses a cross-sectional design, which collects and analyzes data at
one time point (Wang & Cheng, 2020). Thus, the current study was unable to investigate
temporal relationships between after-school connectedness, racial—ethnic affirmation, and
problem behaviors. Due to this, the current findings are correlational and not causal (Wang &
Cheng, 2020). Future studies should use longitudinal designs and experimental designs to study
how after-school connectedness, racial—ethnic affirmation, and problem behaviors change over
time in order to establish causality (Haslam & McGarty, 2004).

Implications for Practitioners

The finding that after-school connectedness was indirectly related to reduced problem
behaviors through racial—ethnic affirmation has several implications for practitioners in after-
school settings. This finding is important given that there is a push for more antiracist, culturally
sensitive programming. To help all children feel safe, happy, and connected is a huge step in
the direction of being culturally sensitive and responsive. These bonds may help children feel
valued and supported, thus increasing confidence in their self-worth (Opara et al., 2020). Not
only might these relationships help children feel more positively about their race and ethnicity,
but research shows that more positive racial—ethnic affirmation is important to children
choosing adaptive instead of maladaptive coping strategies. To help reduce problem behaviors,
after-school program staff must work to encourage positive and supportive relationships
between staff and all participating children. There are some after-school programs that seek to
support female and minoritized youth in healthy identity and socioemotional development,
incorporating cultural heritage values, practices, and celebrations, and creating team-building,
civic, and service-learning activities in which children and staff have meaningful interactions
(Brittian Loyd & Williams, 2017). Culturally responsiveness training can help staff whose race or
ethnicity is different from the children they work with learn how to engage in positive,
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meaningful conversations about race and ethnicity with the children (Simpkins et al., 2017).
These conversations may increase children’s racial—ethnic affect and socioemotional
development.
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