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Breadth of Extracurricular Participation
and Adolescent Adjustment Among
African-American and European-
American Youth

Jennifer A. Fredricks

Connecticut College

Jacquelynne S. Eccles
University of Michigan

We examined the linear and nonlinear relations between breadth of extracurricular participation
in 11th grade and developmental outcomes at 11th grade and 1 year after high school in an
economically diverse sample of African-American and European-American youth. In general,
controlling for demographic factors, children’s motivation, and the dependent variable mea-
sured 3 years earlier, breadth was positively associated with indicators of academic adjustment
at 11th grade and at 1 year after high school. In addition, for the three academic outcomes (i.e.,
grades, educational expectations, and educational status) the nonlinear function was significant;
at high levels of involvement the well-being of youth leveled off or declined slightly. In addition,
breadth of participation at 11th grade predicted lower internalizing behavior, externalizing be-
havior, alcohol use, and marijuana use at 11th grade. Finally, the total number of extracurricular
activities at 11th grade was associated with civic engagement 2 years later.

INTRODUCTION

Youth spend almost half of their waking hours in discretionary activities
outside of school (Larson & Verma, 1999). There is a growing interest in both
the positive and negative effects of how this time is spent on adolescent
adjustment. One way many youth spend this discretionary time is by par-
ticipating in school- and community-based extracurricular activities, like
organized sports and school clubs. Although there is large variation in the
level and nature of this involvement, in general, research suggests that

Requests for reprints should be sent to Jennifer A. Fredricks, Connecticut College, Box 5223,
New London, CT 06320. E-mail: jfred@conncoll.edu
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organized activity participation is a beneficial use of out of school time (see
Feldman & Matjasko, 2005; Holland & Andre, 1987, for reviews). Converging
evidence from a variety of disciplines shows a positive association between
participation in a range of organized contexts and indicators of academic
performance and motivation (Darling, 2005; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Fredricks
& Fccles, 2006a; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002) and psychological functioning
(Boone & Leadbeater, 2006; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006b;
Mahoney, Schweder, & Stattin, 2002). Other studies have linked organized
activity involvement to a reduction in problem behavior, including lower
dropout rates, delinquency, and substance use (Mahoney & Cairns, 1997;
McNea}, 1995; Youniss, Yates, & Su, 1997). Furthermore, extracurricular in-
volvement is predictive of outcomes in young adulthood, including educa-
tional attainment, mental health, and civic engagement (Barber, Eccles, &
Stone, 2001; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Mahoney, Cairns, & Farmer, 2003).
Our paper contributes to the literature on organized activity participation in
the following four ways: (1) by assessing linear and nonlinear effects of
breadth of participation, (2) by using longitudinal data to account for self-
selection into organized activities, (3) by testing associations between
participation and development among an economically diverse sample of
African-American and FEuropean-American youth, and (4) by testing
whether gender, race, and socioeconomic status moderate the relation
between breadth of participation and development.

Linear and Nonlinear Relations Between Breadth and Development

Much of the prior literature has compared participants in one or more ac-
tivity contexts to nonparticipants. However, the reality is that youth are
often involved in multiple activities, and nonparticipants in one context
(ie., sports) likely participate in another organized context (i.e., music).
Studies that fail to measure breadth of participation, or the range of activities
youth are involved in, may lead to misleading conclusions about the effects of
organized activity participation. There are several reasons why participating
in a range of activities may be beneficial for youth development. First, it gives
youth the chance to explore a wide assortment of interests and competencies,
which may be particularly important during adolescence when they are en-
gaging in identity exploration. Participating in multiple activity contexts also
gives adolescents the opportunity to experience a fuller range of activity-
related growth experiences (Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003; Iso-Ahola,
1980). Previous research has shown differences in developmental experiences
by type of activity, including variations in the opportunities for teamwork,
identity exploration, and emotional development (Hansen et al, 2003).
In addition, participating in a range of activities can widen the social convoy,
or network of peers and adults to which the adolescent is exposed (McGee,
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Williams, Howden-Chapman, Martin, & Kawachi, 2006). Finally, involvement
in a number of different activity contexts can help protect individuals against
failure or loss in one specific domain (Linville, 1985).

On the other hand, participating in fewer activities may be beneficial for
skill development, because investing time and energy in one context is nec-
essary to develop expertise in a domain (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, &
Whalen, 1993; Ericsson, 1996). In addition, participating in a range of activ-
ities may deplete youths” time and energy, making it more difficult to de-
velop the skills and form the relationships that are associated with more
favorable outcomes. In fact, some have argued that participation in orga-
nized activities has become excessive for some youth, and that there may be a
threshold, or point at which involvement in additional activities begins to be
associated with negative outcomes (Cooper, Valentine, Nye, & Lindsay, 1999;
Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). A similar concern has been echoed in popular
media reports about overscheduled adolescents and the negative conse-
quences for family functioning and youth well-being (Luthar & Sexton, 2004;
Rosenfeld & Wise, 2000). :

A few studies have examined linear relations between breadth of partic-
ipation and development using traditional variable-centered analyses. For
example, in a middle class sample, Fredricks and Eccles (2006b) found that
after controlling for grades, breadth of participation, as assessed by the
number of different activity contexts, predicted school belonging, psycho-
logical resilience, a positive peer context, and lower distress 1 year later. In a
large sample of Canadian high school students, breadth of participation, as
measured by total number of activities, was associated with well-being, a
more positive academic orientation, interpersonal relations, and lower risk
behaviors in cross-sectional analyses (Rose-Krasnor, Busseri, Willoughby, &
Chalmers, 2006). Busseri, Rose-Krasnor, Willoughby, and Chalmers (2006)
extended this research to explore the longitudinal associations between
breadth of activity involvement and adjustment. Breadth predicted inter-
personal functioning, a composite measure of successful development, and
lower risk behavior 20 months later.

Although these studies indicate a positive linear relation between breadth
of participation and development, they do not answer the question of
whether there is a point of diminishing returns from involvement in addi-
tional organized contexts. A few studies have addressed this question by
including a quadratic term for total number of activities in regression mod-
els. Evidence from this work indicates a nonlinear association between
number of activities and adjustment, though the shape of this function differs
across the studies. For example, using the High School and Beyond Study
and the National Educational Longitudinal Study, Marsh and colleagues
(Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002) found that the associations between
total number of extracurricular activities and academic performance,
educational and occupational aspirations, self-concept, educational attain-
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ment, and risk behavior were initially positive for low to moderate levels of
extracurricular involvement, leveled off, and then became slightly negative
at higher levels of involvement. For the majority of outcomes, the inflection
point was very high, indicating that diminishing returns only occurred at
very high levels of participation. In another study, Rose-Krasnor et al. (2006)
documented nonlinear relations between total number of activities and
academic orientation and total number of activities and risk behavior in a
large sample of Canadian high school students. They found that scores on
these two outcome variables increased as the total number of activities in-
creased and then leveled off at six activities. However, these nonlinear effects
did not persist in longitudinal analyses of these youth (Busseri et al., 2006).
Finally, Fredricks and Eccles (2006b) documented a nonlinear relation be-
tween the total number of activities and risk behavior in a middle class
sample of youth, with more problem behavior at both very low and very high
amounts of participation.

Accounting for Self-Selection Into Activities

One of the challenges in assessing the outcomes of organized activity par-
ticipation is that involvement is generally voluntary and determined through
self-selection. Over 30 years ago, researchers first raised the question about
whether participation in extracurricular activities provides important so-
cialization experiences or whether the relations between involvement and
adjustment are the result of third unmeasured variables or common ante-
cedents (see Otto, 1976; Spady, 1971, for more discussion of debate). Until
recently, the research in this area has tended to use cross-sectional and cor-
relational designs with limited adjustment for self-selection into activities.
As a result, it has been difficult to separate the effects of organized activity
involvement from preexisting differences between participants and nonpar-
ticipants. For example, adolescents who choose to participate in extracur-
ricular activities tend to be of higher socioeconomic status, are more likely to
be European American, have higher grades, have less depressed parents,
and have greater parental support than their peers (Bohnert, Martin, &
Garber, 2007; Brown & Evans, 2002; Feldman & Matjasko, 2005; Huebner &
Mancini, 2003; McNeal, 1998). These selection factors also predict positive
adjustment, leading some to argue that the benefits of organized activity
participation have likely been overstated in much of the prior literature
(Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Holland & Andre, 1987; Larson, 2000).

Stronger conclusions about the associations between organized activity
participation and development can be drawn from studies that adjust for
preexisting differences between participants and nonparticipants and in-
clude measures of the dependent variable on multiple occasions (Larson,
2000; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). For example, Eccles and golleagues used
longitudinal data to explore the effects of participation in organized activities
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in both a sample of working class white youth and a sample of African-
American and European-American youth (e.g., Barber et al., 2001; Eccles &
Barber, 1999; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a). In general, they found that after ad-
justing for some self-selection factors measured before activity involvement,
organized participation predicted academic adjustment, psychological func-
tioning, lower risk behavior, and civic engagement in both cross-sectional and
longitudinal analyses. Similarly, Marsh and colleagues (Marsh, 1992; Marsh &
Kleitman, 2002) used longitudinal data from the High School and Beyond
Study and National Educational Study to test the relation between high school
extracurricular participation and a range of outcomes over time, after con-
trolling for background variables and parallel outcomes variables measured 2
years earlier. Across these two datasets, they found that participation in ex-
tracurricular activities was associated with a range of academic and psycho-
logical outcomes, though the effect sizes were small and under 1%.

Demographic Variations in Effects

Much of our understanding of the potential benefits of organized activity
participation has been based on research with samples of working and middle
class white youth. Except for a few examples (e.g., Brown & Evans, 2002;
Fauth, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2007; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Marsh & Kleit-
man, 2002), there is limited research examining the effects of involvement
among minority and low-income adolescents. This is an important gap, be-
cause some have suggested that participation in structured out-of-school ac-
tivities may be especially important for low-income and minority youth who
are at risk for poorer developmental outcomes and are likely to have access to
fewer of the developmental affordances these activities provide in other as-
pects of their lives (Mahoney, Larson, Eccles, & Lord, 2005; Pedersen, 2005).
Only a handful of studies have tested for interactive effects of activity
participation on development, assuming instead that involvement has sim-
ilar associations for all youth (Mahoney et al., 2005). Examining variations in
outcomes by gender, race, and socioeconomic status is essential for designing
appropriate organized activities for a diverse group of adolescents (Eccles,
2005). Using data from two large nationally representative datasets, Marsh
and colleagues (Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002) tested for interactions
of extracurricular participation and a variety of student characteristics (i.e.,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, school size, expectations, and aca-
demic achievement). In general, they found that the effects of extracurricular
participation were consistent across the majority of student characteristics.
One exception was socioeconomic status, with the benefits of extracurricular
participation being greatest for youth from lower socioeconomic status
backgrounds. Similarly, Fredricks and Eccles (2006a) examined how gender,
race, and income moderated the relations between participation in 11th-
grade sports, school clubs, and prosocial activities and development. Except
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for a few examples they found that the relations between participation in
each activity context and development were generalizable across these sub-
groups. One exception was that activity participation was related to lower
drug and alcohol use for males only.

Purpose of Study

In this study, we examined the linear and nonlinear relations between two
measures of the breadth of extracurricular participation at 11th grade (i.e.,
total number of activities and total number of activity domains) and devel-
opment at the same time point and 2 years later in a community-based
sample of African-American and European-American youth. One unique
feature of this sample is that there is a broad range of socioeconomic status
levels in both the African-American and European-American families, mak-
ing it possible to largely control for racial differences that may be accounted
for by differences in income and education levels. Another unique feature of
this community-based sample is that respondents were drawn from a county
with a variety of different ecological settings including low-income com-
munities, high-risk urban neighborhoods, and rural farm-based neighbor-
hoods. To adjust for self-selection, we included measures of the dependent
variable 3 years before involvement in the activity context and adjusted for
some demographic and individual predictors of extracurricular participa-
tion (see also Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a). Using this design, we expected to
document positive linear relations between breadth of participation and de-
velopment, and we expected these associations would be a function of both
self-selection and involvement in organized contexts. In addition, we ex-
pected to find some nonlinear effects for academic and risk outcomes. We
expected to document a threshold level, with positive linear effects for par-
ticipation at low to moderate numbers of activities that leveled off or de-
clined slightly at higher levels. Finally, we examined variations in the
relations between breadth of participation and developmental outcomes by
race, gender, and socioeconomic status. Based on the few studies that have
tested for interactive effects (i.e., Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Marsh, 1992;
Marsh & Kleitman, 2002), we expected to document that the effects would
largely be generalizable across demographic groups. One exception was that
we expected the benefits on academic outcomes to be strongest for youth
from lower socioeconomic status homes.

METHOD
Participants

This study uses data from the Maryland Adolescent Development in Context
Study (MADICS), a comprehensive community-based longitudinal study of



EXTRACURRICULAR PAKTICIPATION I3

normative development among African-American adolescents (the principal
investigators are Jacquelynne Eccles and Arnold Sameroff). Participants
were originally part of the Adolescents in Multiple Contexts Study (SAMC),
which surveyed all youth attending 23 middle schools in a large county in
Maryland (see Cook, Herman, Phillips, & Setterson, 2002, for more descrip-
tion of SAMC).

The sample was 51% females and 49% males; it was 67% African American
and 33% European American. Family income at the beginning of the study
was between US$45,000 and US$49,999 and ranged from <US$5,000 to
>US$100,000. European-American families reported higher pretax incomes
(mean = US$50,000-US$54,999) than African-American families (mean =
US$40,000-US$44,999), though there was a wide range of income distribution
among both groups. For example, 17% of the sample reported incomes lower
than US$25,000, 44% of the sample reported incomes between US$25,000
and US$50,000, 24% of the sample reported incomes between US$50,000 and
US$70,000, and 15% of the sample reported incomes over US$70,000. In ad-
dition, 6% of the sample lived at or below the U.S. poverty threshold. The
average occupation of the head of household was a semiprofessional or skilled
worker, but ranged from professionals with advanced degrees to unskilled
workers. At the start of the study, 53% of the families were characterized as
intact families, 14% were stepfamilies, 6% were living with a partner, 20% were
divorced, and 7% were never married.

Procedure

The first wave of data was collected in 1991 when the participants were in the
7th grade (n = 1,480). These adolescents were followed for five waves of data
collection into their early 20s. In this study, we used data from the third,
fourth, and fifth waves of data collection. Wave 3 was collected in 1993
during the adolescents’ 8th-grade school year (n = 1,060). The fourth wave
was collected in 1997 during the 11th-grade school year (n = 1,075), and the
fifth wave was collected in 1999, 1 year after participants completed high
school (n =912). Sample sizes varied on analyses due to missing data on
youth and parent indicators within and across waves. In previous analyses,
we examined whether youth with missing data were systematically different
than youth from the original sample on a range of constructs (see Eccles &
Sameroff, 2000; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a, for more details). In general, these
analyses revealed that the data were missing at random within waves, but
that African American and high-risk youth dropped out of the study at
higher rates than European American and low-risk youth.

At Wave 3 (8th grade) and Wave 4 (11th grade), the primary caregiver and
the adolescent completed two questionnaires in the home, a face-to-face
structured interview (approximately 1hour) and a self-administered ques-
tionnaire (approximately 30 minutes). The adolescent and the primary care-
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giver were each given US$20.00 for their participation. Same-race interview-
ers were used in approximately 85% of the families. At Wave 5 (1 year after
high school), all youth filled out a mailed survey. Information was not col-
lected from the primary caregiver at this time point.

Measures

Organized activity participation. In11th grade, participants were asked
a series of yes/no questions about their involvement in seven different
school- and community-based extracurricular activities over the past 12
months including: (1) school athletic teams, (2) school activities such as clubs
or student government, (3) activities in the community such as scouts,
service, hobby, and clubs, (4) organized summer after-school or sport
recreational programs, (5) volunteer service activities, (6) civil rights
activities, and (7) other hobbies or activities. Table 1 presents the per-
centage of youth participating in each organized context.

Academic adjustment. Academic adjustment was assessed with three
indicators: grades, educational expectations, and educational status. At 8th
and 11th grade, adolescents were asked to report on how many As, Bs, Cs,
Ds, and Fs they had received on their first semester report card. Grade point
average was calculated from these self-reports. In addition, at both 8th and
11th grades, participants were asked about how far they thought they would
go in school. This item was recoded into four categories (1 = graduate from
high school or less, 2 =2 year college or less, 3 =4 year college, 4 = professional
degree). Finally, at 1 year after high school, youth reported on the number of
years of schooling they had completed. Educational status was recoded into
four categories (1 = did not graduate from high school, 2 = high school graduate,
3 = GED and vocational training, 4 = some college).

TABLE1
Percent Participating in Each Activity Context

Activity Context Percent Participating
1. School sports 41.6
2. School clubs 55.7
3. Community groups 24.6
4. Community sports 35.5
5. Volunteer service 56.0
6. Civil rights } 6.1
7. Hobbies 42.4
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Family involvement. At 8th and 11th grades, youth were asked about
how often they did activities with their immediate family (1 = almost never,
2 = less than once a month, 3 = 1-3 times a month, 4 = about 1 time a week, 5 = few
times a week, and 6 = almost every day) (o= .70, 2 items). A sample item is
“How often do you do something active together like playing sports or going
for a walk?”

Alcohol and drug use. At 8th grade, 11th grade, and 1 year after high
school, participants were asked about the frequency of drinking, getting
drunk, and smoking marijuana. At 11th grade and 1 year after high school,
adolescents were asked about the frequency-of each behavior in the past 6
months: 1 = never, 2 = once or twice, 3 = 3 to 4 times, 4 = 5 to 9 times, 5 = 10 to 19
times, and 6 = more than 20 times. At 8th grade, participants were asked how
many drinks they had consumed in the past month and how many times
they had smoked marijuana in the past 30 days. A low number of adolescents
reported consuming more than one drink or smoking marijuana at 8th grade.
Therefore, these variables were recoded into two yes /no questions (.e.,
alcohol/no alcohol use and marijuana/no marijuana use).

Psychological adjustment. We included both child and parents’ reports
of psychological adjustment. Self-esteem was assessed at all three time points
with a scale adapted from Harter’s Global Self-Worth Scale (Harter, 1985).
A sample item is “How often are you pretty sure of yourself?” (1= almost
never, 5 = almost always). This scale has strong internal consistency (as range:
73-77, 3 items). Depressive symptoms were assessed with a reduced
version of Children’s Depressive Inventory (Kovac, 1992). This scale also has
strong psychometric properties (o = .87, 14 items [8th grade and 11th grade];
o = .82, 6 items [1 year after high schooll). All items were on a 3-point scale
with 1 = no symptoms and 3 = high depressive symptoms. A sample item is “Tam
worthless (reverse coded)” (1 = all of the time, 3 = only once in a while). Finally,
at the 8th and 11th grades, parents filled out the Child Behavior Checklist, a
widely used measure of overall psychological health (Achenbach, 1991).
Parents rated their adolescents’ functioning over the last 6 months using a
3-point scale from “1 = not true” to “3 =very true.” Higher scores signified
higher levels of internalizing and externalizing behavior. Sample
internalizing items are “is fearful and anxious” and “feels worthless/
inferior,” and sample externalizing items are “is mean to others” and
“destroys his/her things.”

Civic engagement. Two indicators of civic engagement were included in
analyses: political activity participation and involvement in charitable and
social issues. At 1 year after high school, participants were asked about their
involvement in 10 different political activities and six social services and
charitable causes over the past 2 years (0 = never, 1=once, 2 = 2-3 times,
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3 =4-5 times, 4 = 6 to 10 times, and 5 = 10 or more times). “Going to a protest
march or demonstration” is a sample item in the political activity
participation scale. A count of the number of political activities was used
in our analyses because the scale version of these items was highly skewed.
The social and charitable involvement scale includes items about
participation in a range of civic causes, such as “serving as a member of an
organizing committee or a board for a school club or organization.” This
scale has adequate internal consistency (« = .67, 6 items).

Covariates: demographic factors and motivation. We included gender,
race, socioeconomic status, parents’ perceptions of children’s motivation,
and the prior measure of the outcome variable as covariates in our analyses.
All covariates were assessed at 8th grade before participation in the activity
settings to account for some factors that are associated with selection into
activities. Socioeconomic status was estimated by taking the mean of three
continuous standardized variables: total income, occupational status, and
educational attainment (see Nam & Powers, 1983, for more description).
Income was measured by asking parents, “From all sources of income
mentioned, tell me your total family income before taxes” (1 =less than
$5,000, 17 = more than $100,000). Nam and Powers (1983) occupational
scoring system was used to code occupational status. In dual earners
households, the highest occupational status and educational attainment
were used.

In addition, we adjust for children’s motivation because highly motivated
youth are more likely to both decide to engage in organized activities and be
doing well in school. The Children’s Motivation Scale included items about a
parent’s perceptions of how frequently his or her child exerted effort, dem-
onstrated initiative, and sought out challenges. Sample items in this scale are
“keeps trying to figure out his or her schoolwork even when it is hard” and
“loves an intellectual challenge.” These items typify high general motivation,
which is likely to influence participation in organized activities, academic
achievement, and college attendance. Thus, they provide a control for mo-
tivational processes likely to underlie these outcomes. All items were on a
5-point scale (1 =almost never, 5=almost always). This scale has strong
psychometric property (o = .90, 5 items).

RESULTS
Analysis Strategy

We created two measures of the breadth of organized activity participation.
First, we summed the total number of school- and community-based extra-
curricular activities (see Table 1) that were checked off by participants at 11th
grade. Descriptive statistics for total number of activities are presented in
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Table 2. On average, adolescents in this sample reported participating in
between two and three activities (M = 2.62, SD = 1.64). For subsequent an-
alyses, adolescents in six or more activities were combined into a single
group because of the small number of participants at this level of involve-
ment (1 =50). Second, we grouped the seven activities into four different
activity contexts: (1) sports (i.e., school sports and /or community sports), (2)
school clubs, (3) prosocial activities (i.e., volunteer service and civil rights),
and (4) activities outside of school (i.e., community activities and hobbies).
On average, adolescents were involved in two of out four activity contexts
(M =2.20, SD = 1.23). These two measures differ in how they account for
participation in multiple activities within one domain. For example, an in-
dividual in two sports would be counted as participating in two activities in
the total number of activities breadth measure. In contrast, an individual in
two sports would get counted as participating in one activity in the second
breadth measure (i.e., total number of activity domains).

Regression Analyses

We ran a series of multivariate regression models to examine the relations
between the two measures of breadth (i.e., total number of activities and total
number of activity domains) at 11th grade and outcomes at 11th grade and 1
year after high school. In the majority of models, gender, race, socioeconomic
status, parents’ ratings of children’s motivation, and the prior level of the
dependent variable were included as covariates. Educational expectations at
8th grade were included as a covariate in the model predicting educational
status at 1 year after high school. The 8th-grade level of the dependent vari-
able was not included in the models predicting political activity participation
and social and charitable involvement because these items were not included
at surveys at 8th grade. In all models, we included a linear and quadratic
term for total number of activities or total number of activity domains to test

TABLE2
Descriptive Statistics by Total Number of Activities

Number Activities Percent Participating
No activities 9.9
One activity 17.3
Two activities 23.6
Three activities 185
Four activities 16.4
Five activities 9.4
Six activities 45

Seven activities 0.4
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for nonlinear relations between our two indicators of breadth and develop-
ment. In order to avoid problems associated with multicollinearity, the qua-
dratic term was created after standardizing the total number of activities
variable (M =0, SD = 1) (Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). In general,
the findings for our two indicators of breadth of were similar." Therefore, we
present the findings by total number of activities in the table and text; the
results for total number of activity domains are available by contacting the
first author.

In order to test whether the relation between total number of activities and
adjustment varied by demographic group, we ran several analyses. First,
in each model we included two interaction terms: SES x Breadth and
SES x Quadratic of Breadth. Because the interaction terms were insignificant
in all but one model, we reran all models without these interaction terms.?
Second, because of the intersectionality of race and gender, we examined the
means for African-American females, African-American males, European-
American females, and European-American males for all dependent vari-
ables by total number of activities. Evidence of differences in the pattern of
relations was found on indicators of psychological adjustment and risk be-
havior at 11th grade. Therefore, we reran all regression models for psycho-
logical adjustment and drug and alcohol use at 11th grade separately by race
and included an interaction term for Gender x Breadth and an interaction
term for Gender x Quadratic of Breadth. We report these results when a
significant Gender x Total Number of Activities interaction emerged for ei-
ther racial group.

Descriptive statistics. Bivariate correlations for all items in the
regression analyses are presented in Table 3. Total number of activities was
positively associated with grades, educational expectations, educational
status, family involvement, political activity participation, and social and
charitable involvement. In addition, breadth was negatively correlated with
internalizing behavior, externalizing behavior, alcohol use at 11th grade, and
marijuana use at 11th grade. Finally, in general, the self-selection factors were
related to total number of activities in the expected direction.

Concurrent relations. The standardized regression coefficients for the
linear term, quadratic term, and self-selection factors for total number of
activities are presented in Table 4. After controlling for our self-selection

! The two exceptions were that the quadratic term was not significant in the model for grades
and only marginally significant in the model for educational expectations by total number of
activity domains.

*In all but one model, the interaction term was insignificant. SES x Breadth was significant in
the model predicting internalizing behavior at 11th grade. These findings are available by con-
tacting the first author.
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factors, breadth of participation at 11th grade was positively associated with
academic adjustment. The total number of extracurricular activities
predicted higher grades (B=.13, p<.01) and higher educational
expectations (B=.22, p<.001). In addition, the quadratic term was
significant in the model for grades (= —.08, p<.05) and educational
expectations (B = — .07, p<.05) at the 11th grade. These nonlinear relations
are presented in Figures 1 and 2.3 As shown in these figures, grades and
educational expectations increased from zero to five activities and leveled off
or declined slightly at higher number of activities (six or more).

The findings for psychological adjustment were mixed. After adjusting for
the prior level of the dependent variable, children’s motivation, and demo-
graphic factors, breadth of participation was negatively related to parents’
reports of their children’s internalizing ( = — .11, p<.01) and externalizing
(= —.16, p<.001) behavior at 11th grade. In contrast, there was no relation
between the total number of activities and youths’ reports of depression and
self-esteem. The Gender x Breadth interaction term was not significant in
any of the psychological adjustment models for either African-American or
European-American youth.

Breadth of participation at the 11th grade was associated with concurrent
indicators of risk behavior; the total number of activities was a negative
predictor of alcohol use (B= —.12, p<.05) and marijuana use B=-.09
p<.05). For European-American youth, the interaction of Gender x Total
Number of Activities was significant in the model predicting alcohol use
(B= — .21, p<.05); this interaction term was not significant in the regression
analyses for African-American youth. For European-American males, the
number of activities was related to lower alcohol use. There was no relation
between the total number of activities and alcohol use for European-
American females, African-American males, and African-American females.
Moreover, the interaction terms for Gender x Breadth (B = —.29,p< .05) and
Gender x Quadratic of Breadth (= — .22, p<.05) were significant in the
model predicting marijuana use for European-American youth. For Euro-
pean-American males, the total number of activities was associated with a
decrease in marijuana use that accelerated over time. There was no relation
between number of activities and marijuana use for the three other demo-
graphic groups. Finally, after adjusting for some self-selection factors, the
link between total number of extracurricular activities and time on family
activities was not significant.

® Figure 1 presents the means by total number of activities for youth who had average grade
point average at 8th grade, average motivation at 8th grade, and average family socioeconomic
status. Figure 2 presents the means by total number of activities for youth who had average
ef:lucational expectations at 8th grade, average motivation at 8th grade, and average family so-
cioeconomic status.
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FIGURE 1 Total number of organized activities and grades—11th grade.

Longitudinal relations. The standardized regression coefficients for the
linear term, quadratic term, and self-selection factors for the longitudinal
models are presented in Table 5. After adjusting for some self-selection into
activities, breadth of participation at the 11th grade was associated with some
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FIGURE 2 Total number of organized activities and educational expectations—11th grade.



JO/N L ANL AN A ANLALN S o Ak ALY & 4 AR A KAk s -

TABLE5
Standardized Regression Coefficients for Outcomes at 1 Year After High School for High
Socioeconomic Status Predicted by 11th-Grade Activity Involvement

Psychological
Academic Outcomes Outcomes Risk Behavior
Educational Alcohol  Marijuana
Status Self-Esteem Depression  Use Use
Child gender .05 .04 —.09*% .06 .06
Race —.04 .09* —.03 — 30 .03
Socioeconomic status 20 .03 -.09 —.01 .09
Prior level outcome—38th? 6% 35%H 3 18w 140
Child motivation—8th 27 .08* - .06 —.12* —.15%*
Linear: total # activities—11th 26+ —.04 .03 .08 —.08
Quadratic: total #—11th — 2% .04 —-.03 07 .05
Total R* 26 17 14 .18 07

Civic Engagement”

Political Participation Charitable Participation

Child gender .01 -.01

Race .03 —.05
Socioeconomic status 07 ) 09*

Child motivation—8th Jr 18
Linear: total # activities—11th 24 ‘ 204
Quadratic: total # activities—11th .03 .06

Total R? .10 ' 12

Notes. Race: 1 = African American, 0 = European American; gender: 1 =male, 0= female.
*Educational expectations are used as a control in model predicting educational status.
Civic engagement items were not included at 8th grade.

*p<.05; #p<.01; *¥p<.001.

of our indicators of young adult adjustment. For example, the total number of
extracurricular activities at 11th grade was positively associated with
educational status (B=.26, p<.001) 2 years later.-Both the linear and
quadratic terms (B= —.12, p<.01) were significant in this model. This
relationship is depicted in Figure 3.* Educational status increased from zero
to five activities and leveled off at very high levels of involvement (six or
more activities). This result suggests that there is a point at high levels of

* Figure 3 presents the means by total number of activities fori/outh who had average ed-
ucational expectations at 8th grade, average motivation at 8th grade, and average family socio-
economic status. .
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FIGURE 3 Total number of organized activities and educational status—1 year after high
school.

involvement at which participation in more organized activity contexts has
diminishing positive effects.

After adjusting for the 8th-grade level of the dependent variable, chil-
dren’s motivation, and demographic factors, there was no relation between
breadth of participation at 11th grade and indicators of psychological ad-
justment or risk behavior 2 years later. Finally, breadth predicted higher civic
engagement at 1 year after high school; the total number of activities at 11th
grade was associated with involvement in political activities ( =124,
p<.001) and involvement in social and charitable causes (B = .20, p<.001)
2 years later. :

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this investigation was to examine the linear and nonlinear
relations between breadth of organized activity participation at 11th grade
and developmental outcomes at 11th grade and 1 year after high school. This
study contributes to the literature in several ways. First, to account for self-
selection into activities, we controlled for parallel measures of the dependent
variable measured 3 years earlier and adjusted for children’s motivation and
demographic factors. Although we cannot fully rule out selection biases,
adjusting for covariates measured before involvement in the activity context
decreases the magnitude of the differences between those who participate in
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organized activities and those who do not. Our findings indicate that par-
ticipation in a greater number of organized activities is generally predictive
of positive development, and these associations cannot be attributed solely to
selection factors. Instead, a more likely explanation is that organized activity
participation provides important socialization experiences and opportuni-
ties and supports for development.

Second, we examined both the linear and nonlinear relations between
breadth of participation and development. Most youth choose to participate
in a range of school- and community-based extracurricular contexts, though
few studies have examined associations between the breadth of participation
and development (Bohnert & Fredricks, in press; Simpkins, Little, & Weiss,
2004). For the most part, our finding show that participating in a greater
number of extracurricular activities is associated with a linear increase in
adjustment, up to a point. One possible explanation for this finding is that
each organized activity can be seen as a distinct learning environment with
unique opportunities for growth and development (Hansen et al., 2003;
Larson, Hanson, & Moneta, 2006). Another possibility is that youth
who participate in more extracurricular contexts spend more time in orga-
nized activities and less time in risky or unproductive activities, both of
which have been associated with less favorable adjustment during adoles-
cence (Mahoney & Stattin, 2000; Osgood, Wilson, O’'Malley, Bachman, &
Johnston, 1996).

Third, we examined associations between organized activity participation
and adjustment in an economically diverse sample with a major proportion of
African-American youth. A few studies have examined the effects of orga-
nized activity involvement on adjustment using data from nationally repre-
sentative datasets or in samples of low-income youth (e.g., Brown & Evans,
2002; Fauth et al., 2007; Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). One feature that
differentiates our sample from these studies is the full range of socioeconomic
status among both the African-American and European-American families,
making it possible to disentangle the effects of race and economic disadvan-
tage more so than prior work. A final contribution of our study is that we
examine the generalizability of the effects of organized activity participation
on adjustment by race, gender, and socioeconomic status. Only a handful of
studies have examined differences in associations across these subgroups.

Breadth of Participation and Development

The total number of extracurricular activities was predictive of a variety of
indicators of academic adjustment in both the cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal analyses. Participation in organized activities may have academic
benefits because it increases youths’ connections to school, links them to
supportive peers and adults, enhances their identity as a valued member of
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the school community, and increases social capital (Broh, 2002; Eccles & Bar-
ber, 1999; Finn, 1989). Participation in high school extracurricular activities also
may be associated with positive academic adjustment over time because
through participation youth have the opportunity to develop interpersonal
competence and set goals, skills that are assumed to be critical to adult
educational attainment (Eccles & Templeton, 2002; Mahoney et al., 2003).

Consistent with prior research (e.g., Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman,
2002), for the three academic outcomes (i.e., grades, educational expecta-
tions, and educational status), the nonlinear function was significant. Athigh
levels of involvement the well-being of youth either declined or leveled off
slightly, suggesting there may be may be a threshold beyond which further
increases in participation have diminishing academic benefits. There are
several possible explanations for the nonlinear effects of organized activity
participation on academic adjustment. First, at high levels of involvement
identification with an activity may become so strong that it displaces iden-
tification with school (Cooper et al., 1999). Second, participation in a large
number of extracurricular activities can start to cut into time needed for
school work. Finally, this finding may reflect the fact that students have
reached a ceiling in their academic performance. However, contrary to the
media reports of stressed out and overscheduled adolescents, there was no
evidence in this sample that high levels of organized activity participation
was detrimental to the development of youth; students who engaged in a
greater number of organized activities fared better on most dimensions than
students who participated in very few or no activities.

In the cross-sectional analyses, participation in a larger number of orga-
nized contexts was associated with a lower likelihood of self-reported drug
and alcohol use. Activity involvement may reduce problem behavior be-
cause it increases one’s affiliation with a nondeviant peer group; adolescents
in extracurricular activities have more academic friends and fewer
friends who use drugs than adolescents who do not participate in these
activities (Eccles & Barber, 1999). This finding also may reflect the increased
role of nonfamilial adults in supporting and mentoring youth in extracur-
ricular contexts who may help to steer them away from risky behaviors
(Eccles & Templeton, 2002). The opportunity to participate in school-based
organized activities that are highly valued and challenging also may lower
the desire to drink or use drugs (Larson, 2000).

Consistent with previous research (Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Youniss,
McLellan & Yates, 1997; Youniss, McLellan, Su, & Yates, 1999), greater par-
ticipation in organized activities during high school also predicted higher
levels of civic engagement in young adulthood. Structured activity participa-
tion in high school, especially in service oriented activities, may increase civic
engagement over time because it teaches youth leadership skills, exposes them
to norms of collective action, and teaches them the value of social responsi-
bility (Glanville, 1999; Youniss & Yates, 1997). However, because we were
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unable to control for prior civic engagement levels, it is not possible to rule out
the hypothesis that the link between high school activity participation and
political and civic involvement 2 years later reflects selection factors.

Differences by Race, Gender, and Socioeconomic Status

Our analyses showed that the effects of breadth of participation do not tend
to vary by gender and race. One exception was the finding that the reduction
in drug and alcohol behavior occurred only for European-American males.
This finding may reflect demographic differences in alcohol and drug use;
males and European-American youth report higher rates of alcohol and drug
use than do females and African-American adolescents (Adlar, Smart, & Tan,
1989; Finn, 2006; Singer & Petchers, 1987). It also may be more important for
European-American males than European-American females to be in a
structured activity setting where they can be supervised by adults during the
after-school hours. Finally, differences in the peer group culture by race
and gender may explain this effect. Future research should test these hy-
potheses to better understand the potential of activity participation to reduce
problem behavior and potential differences in the associations for African-
American males, African-American females, European-American males,
and European-American males.

In contrast to findings reported by Marsh and colleagues using large na-
tionally representative datasets (Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002), we
failed to document greater benefits of organized activity participation for
low-income youth. This finding may reflect the unique characteristics of the
MADICS sample. Socioeconomic status is fairly evenly distributed in the
African-American and European-American families in this sample. As a
consequence, there are fewer low-income and inner-city adolescents than in
prior research (Marsh, 1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002), and we may not have
adequate power to detect an interactive effect by socioeconomic status.

Limitations and Conclusion

Although we have provided some evidence of the benefits of greater partic-
ipation in extracurricular activities, the measurement of participation is still
quite crude (see Bohnert & Fredricks, 2007, for more discussion of measure-
ment issues). No information was collected on the length, intensity, and qual-
ity of extracurricular involvement or characteristics of the activity setting,
factors known to moderate the relation between extracurricular participation
and development (see Holland & Andre, 1987; Mahoney et al., 2005). For
example, the captain of the football team who practices for 20 hours each week
is weighted the same as a youth who is a member of a service-oriented club
and participates in meetings once a week. More sophisticated measures of
participation and activity settings are critical to move this field forward.
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Furthermore, in these analyses, we assumed that organized activity partici-
pation is associated with changes in academic, psychological, and behavioral
adjustment. An alternative explanation for our findings is that positive func-
tioning predicts activity participation. Finally, it is not possible to rule out that
our findings can be explained by some other individual or contextual self-
selection factors that were not controlled for in these analyses. For example,
parental support and the availability of extracurricular activities in the school
and community are likely to be related to participation rates.

In summary, our results, along with the extant literature, illustrate a pos-
itive association between involvement in organized activities and adjust-
ment. In fact, we find that youth benefit most from participating in a greater
number of organized contexts. In an era of accountability pressures and fiscal
constraints, the value of participating in organized nonacademic activities
is being questioned. Rather than cutting these programs, these findings
support recommendations for increasing the opportunities for youth to par-
ticipate in a variety of extracurricular contexts in both the school and com-
munity (e.g., Carnegie Corporation, 1992; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Eccles &
Templeton, 2002). These activities may have beneficial effects because par-
ticipation in structured contexts limits time for youth to be involved in risky
behavior, connects youth to supportive nonfamilial adults who can provide
them with social capital, enhances the opportunity to develop relationships
with peers who value conventional norms, facilitates skill development,
provides a forum for expressing one’s identity, and is context well suited for
the development of initiative or self-directed action.
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