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What isthe Watch Study?

The hours right after school—3:30 to
6:30 p.m.—are acriticd timeinthe lives of
young teenagers. It is an ided time of day
to discover and develop new interests and
tdents. It isd so thetimeperiod when young
peopleare most likdy to getintrouble. Tha
iswhy therés alot of interest in providing
high quality after-school programs for
middleschool yauth sothey can usethistime
creatively and productivey.

Communities offer many after-school
optionsfor young teens—from programs a
the school to programs & theY or commu-
nity centers, sportsteams, church related ac-
tivities, and youth organizations such as
scouting or Boys/Girls Clubs To see how
these programs benefitted young people, a
group of scientistsat theUniversity of Wis-
consin-Madison conducted astudy. Funded
by the C.S. Mott Founcetion, the study com-
pared a group of middle school studentswho
were involved in after-school programs to
students not active in any such programs.

Nearly 200 8h-grade students from e cht
schools in three Midwestern communities
took part inthestudy. Each oneworeaspe-
cd watch for oneweek inthefdl, and again
in the spring. The watch was programmed
to begp a random times in the after-school
and evening hours and on weekends. Each
timeit begped, students completed a short
guestionnaire about where they were, what
they were doing, and who they were with.
Across all paticipants, this gave us over
12,000 “sngpshots” of the out-of-school lives
of young teens. Thisreport providesafirst
look a our findings, based on the andyses
completed so far.

For more information on the
Watch Study, contact:

Professor Deborah Vandell or
Professor Brad Brown
Wisconsin Center for Education
Research
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What Do Teens Find Most Appealing in After-Schoaol Programs?

People have hoped that after-
school programs giveteens a chance to
participate in more constructive and
exciting activitiesthan they woul d if | ft
to their own resources. The Watch
Sudy provides strong evidencethat this
istrue. Sudentswere much morelikdy
to bedoing homework, paticipaingin
sports, involved in academic enrich-
ment or arts activities, and doing com-
munity service when they were a pro-
grams than when they were home or
somewhere dse. Watching TV and est-
ing, which were common activities
among students not attending programs,
were rardy reported while students
were at programs.

Of course, students found that
some activities were more engaging
than others. By engaging, we mean
activities that students reported as es-
pecially interesting and enjoyable, but
that dso demanded alot of concentra-
tion. Lookingjust & thetimesthat par-
ticipantsreported being at & ter-school

programs, they were most engaged in
activitiesthat they rated as highly chd-
lenging and offering alot of choice

The activities that students found
most engaging included organized
sports, academic or arts enrichment, and
sit-down games. They were less en-
gaged when just taking with peers or
waiting for activities to begin. Home-
work was rated as low in engagement,
even though students admitted it was
animportant thing to do.

The teens in the study were likdy
to be mog engaged when doing some-
thing with both adults and peers—and
lesst likely to be engaged when doing
something just with peers.

Wha does this mean? To redly
cgpture students' interest, after-school
programs need to be more than just a
place to do homework or hang out with
peers. Studentsbecomemost engaged
when they are involved in wdl orga
nized, structured, and chdlenging ac-
tivitieswith both peersand adults.

How Engaging Are Activities?
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NOTE: Activities with negative scores were below average in engagement



