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ABSTRACT
In the field of holistic education it is recognized that all students come to school with a variety of needs. Often times these needs can not be met within a seven hour day. In order to facilitate meeting the needs of all students, after-school programs have been developed. In addition to helping students close academic gaps, research has shown the need for programs to also provide nurturing, community, mentoring, and a place to value education and complete work. Based on this information programs have been developed to take place after school hours, when parents or guardians are still at work. After-school programs are beneficial in maintaining good attendance, better grades and high self-esteem. This qualitative study surveys students attending the HEARTs after school program in Riverside, California. The students are surveyed using a Likert scale and again in open response. This purpose of this study is to measure students attitudes regarding self-esteem, safety, and academic success as a reflection of after school programs in general. Responses to the Likert scale suggest a positive attitude towards school (92%), feeling safe in school (85%) and as being average or below average in school (77%). Responses to the open discussion survey indicate that all of the students in this program feel they do benefit academically from extended instruction and extra curricular help. Students in this program also responded to not feeling safe outside of the school setting (80%). Based on findings of this study, we provide the framework needed for future research involving students after school programs and their effects on student attitudes of self-esteem, safety, and academic success.
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INTRODUCTION

General Statement
This research project was designed to evaluate the effects of student academic achievement by attending the HEARTS after-school program on student academic achievement. In a study of at-risk students Jenner and Jenner (2007), after-school time is prime time for children to become engaged in and exposed to risky behavior.  According to the website Fight Crime.org, the article Fight Crime: Invest in Kids (1997), juvenile crime, and especially juvenile violent crime, peaks in the hours immediately after school. Teens that are left unsupervised after school are far more likely to use drugs, alcohol, tobacco, engage in sexual activity and other risky behavior has been reported by the U.S Department of Education & U.S. Department of Justice (1998). Because the HEARTS program keeps students in a safe, supervised environment, they are far less likely to engage in at-risk behaviors. This allows the opportunity for students’ academic performances and social skills to improve.
History of the HEARTS program
Riverside Unified School District (RUSD) currently has fourteen after-school programs operating at eight elementary schools and six middle schools.  These programs are funded by a California Department of Education and RUSD After-School Education and Safety Program (ASESP) grant. In 2001, for K-6 elementary schools, RUSD created the HEARTS Steering Committee (Helping Elementary Achievers Reach the Stars) to plan, develop, and monitor what subsequently became the HEARTS after school program for students at Jefferson and Longfellow Elementary Schools. In 2004, building on its success, the HEARTS Steering Committee again met to apply for 21st Century Community Learning Centers federal funds to expand the HEARTS programs at Jefferson and Longfellow Elementary Schools and add the program at Alcott, Bryant, Highgrove, and Madison Elementary Schools. 
With the passage and advent of Proposition 49 funds in 2006, the district rolled over all funding into the ASESP program and added two additional HEARTS programs at Fremont and Highland Elementary Schools. Currently, these programs are funded by the state After School Education and Safety Program (ASESP) and are operating successfully in the district. 
Title I funds are also used to help meet the one-third match requirement that goes with the state Prop. 49 programs. Title I funds pay for some of the teachers who work during the academic hour of the after school program. According to the California Department of Education (2000) , Title 1 funding for after-school programs is based on specifically established goals.  Title I is a Federal program that provides supplemental funds to ensure that all children have, as stated specifically, A fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and state academic assessments. 

 The main focus of Title 1 is on closing the achievement gap that exists not only between minority and non-minority students, but also between low-achieving and high achieving students from the highest poverty schools. Eligibility for Title I funding is based on the percentage of National Free Lunch Program. When a school accepts the Federal funding for their eligible students then any programs that are reliant on such funding must specifically serve those students as the priority. As for the HEARTS Program, Title I funds pay for some of the teachers who work during the academic hour. 

The HEARTS programs run from the close of school each day until 6:00 p.m. at all schools.  Students who leave prior to 6:00 p.m. must adhere to the guidelines outlined in the Early Release policy. Per funding regulations, the after-school programs are required to provide not only an academic hour, but also a nutritious snack, and enrichment activities. The schools running the ASESP programs are categorized as Title I Schools and therefore are offered free of charge to families. 
The number of students who can be accepted into the after-school program at each site is limited. Each site, depending on the amount of funding it receives, sets its own limits.  Student enrollment is voluntary, however, schools may choose to prioritize enrollment of students into the program based on academic need. Across all HEARTS schools last year, teachers surveyed reported that HEARTS students had improved on completing and turning in their homework and consistently show academic gains that excel beyond those of non-attendees.
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Why after-school programs are needed

Many studies have been conducted on the benefits of after-school programs.  Often the benefits focus on students who are categorized as “at-risk.” A student can be labeled or considered “at-risk” for a plethora of reasons. One reason may simply mean that the students are left alone without supervision. After-school programs implement ways of keeping kids out of trouble, provide intervention, keep them from criminal activity, and help students who are falling behind in schoolwork. 

In addition, further research conducted by R. Putnam (1995) revealed that shifts in economic dynamics and changes in the social landscape have weakened community networks and the fabric of social capital, thereby increasing the risk that children and adolescents will encounter academic and social problems.  

From a programmatic standpoint, this underscores the importance of designing an approach that remains attractive to parents and students. The results of the student focus groups indicate that it is the enrichment and recreation activities that keep students coming back. Instruction, tutoring, and other academic curricula will be influential only if the students continue to attend (Jenner, 2007). In order to keep such programs it is important that the schools provide the funding that these programs need to keep students out of trouble.
Development of programs
According to the Department of Justice (1998), more parents than ever work outside the home, and many struggle to secure adequate after-school care for their children (DOJ, 1998) and (DOE, 2000). As a result, large numbers of youngsters find themselves alone and unsupervised when the school bell rings at the end of the day. It used to be that neighborhoods were extensions of the family. No matter where you were after school, someone was watching. If questionable behaviors were occurring then neighbors would either take it upon themselves to discipline or inform parents later.
 Studies have shown that after school hours can be dangerous ones for children. The Department of Justice reports that 29 percent of all juvenile offenses occur on school days between 2 p.m. and 8 p.m. and that the number of violent crimes committed doubles in the hour immediately after school. (Department of Justice, 1998) After school program become the main source of day care for students outside of the home and school setting. 
Parental and community involvement

According to the United States Census Bureau (1997), 25.8% of children under the age of 18 live in single parent families. Often, working parent families cannot afford the cost of babysitters or after school care. Parents who work do not usually work the same hours as their children’s school schedule. There are as many as 15 million latchkey children that will go to an empty house on any given afternoon. Working mothers report that 3 -6 p.m. is the time of day when they most worry about their children's safety (U.S.C.B., 2000).

 According to Jasis Ordonez (2004);

research has shown that parental involvement has a positive correlation with students and helps students get good grades and stay in school. He also states that research over the last 20 years has consistently indicated that parent involvement has a positive correlation with student academic outcomes.  As a result, there has been a strong push within public education at the national level to increase levels of “parent involvement” as a means to improve the overall educational achievement of students, particularly those who have been identified as “at-risk.”  Research show that parental involvement is important but evidence shows that there is no parent involvement with today’s school children. One reason is that many parents both work at night or there is only one parent in the household. Community involvement is then needed to fill in the gap that parents are not able to fill. The community then sets up after school programs to help students became successful in school and stay away from gangs, drugs, or other criminal activity. Partnerships are set up in the school with community volunteers to help out the schools. Community intervention in schooling can be examined as it takes place through structured partnership with institutions or community agencies, or through less structured, more organic community involvement, or a combination of both. Mentoring students then becomes important and students learn to trust the adults that are mentoring the after school programs (p. 55).
Mentoring 

After school programs are good ways to keep students out of trouble, provide intervention, help keep at-risk students out of gangs and they are great ways to provide mentors for the students. Mentors are important in student’s lives because a child can turn to them when they need to talk and no one else is available for them. Mentoring is a good intervention method for at-risk students as well as the general population of students.
The research study by Diane Anda (2001) discussed a mentoring program in the Los Angeles area called project R.E.S.C.U.E. (Reaching Each Student’s Capacity Utilizing Education). The program works with the help of the fire department. Firefighters serve as mentors to middle school and high school students. Students build a one-on-one relationship with these firefighters. These students develop a strong bond with their mentors, which enable them to make positive changes both emotionally and socially. The students build bonds with their teachers or any other adult that is involved with after school intervention programs. Mentoring has become viewed as a specific preventive intervention method for “at-risk” youth. Many students have difficulties at home and they feel like they want to talk to someone and feel that they cannot talk to anyone at home. 
These types of students are usually the ones that are at-risk and if we can reach out to them as mentors we can prevent them from turning to gangs. A number of students further specified that they wanted a mentor to talk with because they found it difficult to talk to family members.

Earth Charter 


There are many programs in existence that are aimed at touching the lives of youth who are in need of adult interaction after school and are making a difference in society as a resource to get kids off the street and into a safe environment. The Earth Charter is an organization which calls on humanity and all living things to live by a set of principals for a sustainable global society and respect nature, human rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace. This is a program which challenges everyone who uses it to be more effective in the processes of awareness and education. This is a method that can be incorporated into a Holistic model of education and youth programming such as after school programs.  

Education should stimulate a vision of a common good for a better future and build a commitment within the student to make better decisions and reflect on their actions. In an article written by Mirian Vilela (2007), “The Earth Charter gives emphasis to the need to integrate into formal education and life-long learning the knowledge, values, and skills needed for a sustainable way of life.” The article The Earth Charter Endeavor: Building More Just and Sustainable Societies Through a New Level of Consciousness, discusses the method and processes of three educational groups inspired by the Earth Charter and how this program is useful as an educational instrument within the classroom. It also talks about “how…education…can…be reoriented to better contribute to the building of a safer world and better society and to address contradictions we see everyday.” (p.34). It states, the social purpose of education and how “it should be to promote and generate responsible, committed and ethical world citizens that will contribute to the well-being of the society and not only for the sole purpose of the realization of an individual full potential.” (p.35)  

One of the examples labeled in the article is of an educational institution working with the Earth Charter as part of their daily programming. The basis behind the program focuses on arts and child education. It is located in Michoacán Mexico and was started by a dance teacher named Cardiela Amezcua Luna. Luna has been teaching dance for over 20 years and learned about the Earth Charter as a way to incorporate her core values into her curriculum through “artistic expression: non-discrimination, sense of responsibility, environmental protection, gender equality, etc.” (p. 36). She states that this program “offered and integrated ethical framework” for the ideas that she was already trying to implement into her program. Since she began this program she developed an organization called Communities for Hope, in which she brings children’s workshops into schools and communities. “As part of her methodology she invites groups of children to select an Earth Charter principal, discuss its meaning and then work together on an artistic expression, which an be done through music, theatre, dance or poetry.” (p. 36). Since the beginning of her program she has received support from the State of Michoacán to expand it into the surrounding community and allow more children to experience these workshops on a greater capacity.  

In conclusion, there is interrelatedness between our earth and ourselves. By providing opportunities for our children to learn and maximize their potential at an early age it will increase our chances to make them aware and integrate a common vision of sustainability and global responsibility within them.  
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Assumptions
As a group, we assumed that grades would be positively affected as a result of attending the HEARTS after school program.  We believed that if students’ social skills were improved through attending the HEARTS program, academic achievement, attendance, and standardized testing scores would all increase. 

Research question

As a group, we decided to base our research around the question, asking if attending the HEARTs program improve academic achievement. In this study, 13 students were tracked for a period of 3 weeks to see if there were any improvements from the time they started the program until the end of the study.  

Significance of proposed study

The significance of our study is to affirm or deny that the HEARTS after school program is achieving its mission statement, and that after school programs are worth the time, effort and money allotted to them. With this study, more programs such the HEARTS program, can be evaluated and promoted for student success.

Subjects  

In order to conduct the HEARTS program evaluation 13 sixth-grade participants 
were selected. These students were selected because of the accessibility of grades, willingness to participate, and reliability of upper-grade students with their survey results. The breakdown of the 13 participants were as follows: gender; 8 girls and 5 boys, ethnicity; 11 Hispanic, 1 Caucasian, and 1 African American. The students’ socioeconomic levels were not a part of this study because the HEARTS program does not choose its participant based on need nor poor academic performance, it is open to all students who are willing to participate.  
NOTE: due to absences on day three, only 10 students from the original group were available for an informal follow-up.
Instrumentation/Data Collection
The research was conducted in two forms, a self-regulated student-questionnaire and a student focus group. The self-regulated questionnaire, borrowed from sound Partners/NWRE, focused on the students’ self perception on topics, such as self-esteem, feelings about school, feelings on how they perceive their academic achievement, and what their habitual after-school activities include. The focus group on the other hand was outlined by a set of questions, and it was a free response setting, students were able to chime in at any time. 
 The focus group was conducted in a classroom where all of the desks were pushed to the side in order for all of the students to sit in a large circle. During this time, the teachers (Ms. Blackwell and Mr. Barajas) acted as moderators, only intervening in the conversation to allow all of the students to share their concerns and allowing all students to input their opinions and ideas.

Student academic achievement, attendance records, and behavior records were gathered through a variety of methods. Academic achievement was gathered through test results from the database AchieveData and from teacher interviews. Attendance records were gathered through the district database SASI and teacher interviews. Finally, behavior records were gathered from home room teachers.   

Data Treatment Procedures


Student questionnaire results were charted and graphed; the results were then compared with the change in students’ attendance records, standardized test scores, and classroom behavior (according to their teachers) from the third trimester of the 2007-2008 school year to the first and second trimesters of the 2008-2009 school year.   


Presentation of Findings

Survey:

The survey results showed that the majority of the students (12 out of 13) either like to attend school all of the time or most of the time. Out of the same 13 students, 11 felt safe at school all of the time or most of the time. When asked if they study for tests, the majority of the students answered, most of the time. Most of the students also claimed to only get in trouble part of the time, and claimed to have regular conversations with their parents about schoolwork and homework. Students also mentioned that they usually get their work completed on time and that they feel positive about school the majority of the time.   
Self Evaluation:
Out of this same group, 85% (11/13)  claimed that they get along very well with others. When asked about their grades, the majority felt their grades were pretty average, those whose grades were average believed that their grades could benefit from having tutors after-school to help with homework. Those whose grades were above average or very high, felt their grades couldn’t benefit from the use of tutors.  

Typical Students’ After-School Activities:
The most prominent after-school activities that were found included watching television (11), playing video games (10), participating in an after-school program (9), doing house chores (9), and spending time with family (8). Other activities that were mentioned included playing with friends, participating in organized sports, and doing homework.  

Student Achievement:

According the AchieveData database, used by RUSD, the trend in student CST scores from fourth to fifth-grade was increasing for most students. Because students have not taken the CST for the current year, this information cannot be applied to the study. The teacher interviews regarding student behavior, revealed that the students enrolled in the HEARTs program had 3 classroom/playground referrals, no office referrals, and no suspensions.

Students enrolled in the HEARTs program’s attendance dramatically improved from the third trimester of the 2007-2008 school year to the first and second trimester of the current year.  In the third trimester of the 2007-2008 school year, out of the 13 students, 11 were enrolled in the school. In the 60 enrollment days the 11 students had 40 total absences for an average of 3.6 absences per student in one 60-day trimester. In the current year, out of the 120 total enrollment days, the students had a total of 47 absences for an average of 2.1 absences per student per 60-day trimester.

Informal Interview Summary:

After visiting with 10 students from the study on day three, the following information was disclosed regarding after school programs that were not on the original assessment.
All of the students reported that they received help with their homework in the after school program that they couldn't get at home. One girl reported that her grades had actually dropped lately due to the fact that she didn't have any help at home. She went on to say that her grandparents and parent were not able to help with her math work or her English assignments, and that her brothers "didn't remember" how to do the work. She had made "quotation marks" in the air as she spoke, alluding that they really could have helped her but they wouldn't. She emphasized that she needed more than the three hours in the after school program to get all of her homework done. 

All of the boys mentioned that it was a safe place to be and that they liked the sports activities they had on Fridays. Two of the boys stated that they didn't have to watch younger siblings (or younger children living in their home) if they were at the after school program. 

Four girls said they would go home and sleep if they didn't have this program. 

Five girls stated that they would not feel safe walking home after school, and three boys shook their heads in agreement. They wanted to wait until they had a ride home. Eight of the kids reported that they enjoyed staying after school in a smaller group to talk with their teacher with fewer kids around. They felt that they could talk about more important things with their teacher. 
Seven of the kids reported living in combined families where they had problems with blended family members. Three girls reported that they didn't get along with their mothers boyfriends. Five of the boys agreed that they didn't get enough information during class and that the after school program provided clarity for them. Two girls said they were happy to be in the after school program with other grade level kids that were not in their day class. Two girls said they liked to help the other kids.  Five boys reported that they loved the food, all of the girls reported that they loved the food. Four girls reported that sometimes they hadn't eaten all day, and that the after school snacks were all they had eaten. Four boys reported that they would get into trouble if they were not in the program. 

Conclusions


Using qualitative research, this study provides information obtained by students who attend the HEARTS program in Riverside County to measure the benefits of after school programs. This study surveys multiple dimensions of student’s individual attitudes regarding school, their participation in school and overall general attitudes towards themselves. More specifically, this study is designed to determine the positive or negative effects relating to individual students who are involved in after school programming. More in depth and specific information relating to this study will help future policy makers to more precisely design after school programs in order to best benefit the student.


The results of this study show that of the 13 students surveyed, an overall positive attitude towards school is present. Students interviewed in this study demonstrated general feelings of need for tutoring and help with homework. 100% of the students interviewed in the focus group reported receiving help with homework in the after school program. Further research may show a correlation between individual student attitudes of success in relationship to study habits and extra curricular help with assignments.


In this study we also found an overall concern for personal safety outside of the classroom. 85% of the students surveyed felt safe during school. 80% of the students interviewed in the focus group had an overall concern for safety in walking home after school. We may discover in future research that there is a significant correlation between personal feelings of safety outside of school, its affects on self esteem and how that self esteem in turn affects individual thoughts regarding school. 



The results of our observations determined a high percentage of students enjoyed the socialization aspects in accordance with after school programs. Reasons regarding these attitudes were listed for various reasons. Our research infers that students may benefit from the increased social stimuli they receive from peers and teachers. Further research may determine a link between positive social relationships and positive attitudes of ones self and school. 


There is a need to create framework in order to support after school programming in the future. After school programs are costly to maintain. In order promote the success of these programs further research must be employed. It is our general belief that students who actively participate in after school activities that promote safety, positive self-esteem, and academic success, will benefit in the future and as adults. Because of funding issues and cost factors, further research of after school programming and relating rates of student success must continue to so that the cost of these programs is justifiable to policy makers and taxpayers. 

This study did not produce the results expected due to time limitations. The results of this study would need to be revisited on a bi-yearly basis to determine future growth. A longitudinal study would be necessary to measure potential results accurately.
Recommendations for further research

The results were clear that due to lack of time, the study was inconclusive. In order to obtain conclusive evidence whether attending the HEARTs after-school program has any effects on student achievement, a longer time frame is definitely needed. Aside from the obvious, there needs to be two separate groups in each school that houses the program, a controlled group and an independent group. The study should also be ongoing for at least three, sessions. Trimesters would be ideal for a one-year study. Along with the controlled and uncontrolled groups, common assessment between the schools should be implemented for the data to be conclusive. Making sure that all of the mentors/tutors receive appropriate training and support is essential for this type of study.
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