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Abstract
Extracurricular activity participation is linked to positive development, but it is also a setting for inequality. Using a quarter
century of data from Monitoring the Future (N= 593,979; 51% female; 65% non-Hispanic white; 13% non-Hispanic black;
12% Hispanic; 4% non-Hispanic Asian/Pacific Islander; 7% other race), this article documents patterns and trends in school-
based extracurricular participation by race, social class, gender, and age, and their links to academic and substance use
outcomes. Findings reveal differences by race and confirm a division by social class that has worsened over time. Further,
girls are gaining on boys and surpass them in some types of school-based activities. Participation is linked to better academic
outcomes and less substance use, affirming the importance of redressing the inequalities revealed.
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Introduction

At least since the emergence of stratification research in the
1960s, social and developmental scientists have recognized
the significant role of organized, extracurricular activities
for child development and social reproduction. An ever-
growing body of research suggests that extracurricular
participation is linked to a broad range of positive outcomes
for youth including socialization (Mahoney 2000), school
performance (Roeser and Peck 2003), avoidance of violence
(Jiang and Peterson 2012), identity development (Dworkin
et al. 2003) self-esteem (McGee et al. 2006), health (Fre-
dricks and Eccles 2010), physical activity (Halpern 2003),
and civic orientation (Denault and Poulin 2009). Thus,
participation in organized extracurricular activities is an
important predictor of youth well-being and future
attainment.

Some scholars identify extracurricular activities as a new
knife perforating American communities by social class. In

an increasingly competitive economic context, middle- and
upper-class parents “double-down” on extracurricular
activities, and at increasingly earlier ages (Levey-Friedman
2013), to secure their children’s standing, potentially
exacerbating inequalities (Putnam 2015). Meanwhile,
extracurricular activities carry the unique potential to
increase motivation and reduce alienation among dis-
advantaged youth (Bohnert et al. 2008) and to create
“identity projects” that disadvantaged youth can leverage to
avoid delinquency and idleness and find a positive path to
adulthood (DeLuca et al. 2016). Therefore, while extra-
curricular activities are identified as a divider among us,
they also have the potential to serve as a conduit to social
mobility among those able to access them.

Maintaining good grades in high school is strongly
linked to getting into and persisting through college (Easton
et al. 2017). Likewise, one’s expectations for college can
have a profound influence on how well one does in college
in terms of grades and in developing friendship networks
and mentor relationships which can be important for
securing later employment (Yeager et al. 2016). Con-
versely, youth substance use can forestall positive devel-
opment in a number of ways. First, it can inhibit one’s
ability to function at full capacity in important endeavors
like school (Balsa et al. 2011). Relatedly, its mind-altering
ability can lead to risky and regrettable behavior (Mason
et al. 2010). Second, alcohol and drug use among adoles-
cents is illegal and stigmatized in the broader society, so it
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can affect one’s status as delinquent in the eyes of the law
and in one’s community (Stuber et al. 2008). Third, sub-
stance use can negatively affect one’s physical health,
leading to premature health detriments and an increase in
the risk of early death (CDC 2015). Given the high stakes of
school engagement (positive) and substance use (negative),
understanding their determinants—especially those that are
amenable to policy intervention like extracurricular activity
participation—is a worthwhile endeavor.

Despite their importance for youth well-being, social
mobility, and social inequality, little is known about how
participation in extracurricular activities has changed over
time, who participates, and race, class, gender and age
differences in patterns and trends. Such documentation is an
essential barometer for assessing how well (or poorly)
American society is doing in providing equal opportunity
for all children. It is also critical to monitoring interventions
seeking to increase upward mobility for socially and eco-
nomically marginalized families. Using 27 years of Mon-
itoring the Future (MTF) data, this article seeks to address
the gap in knowledge about trends in participation in
extracurricular activities, to paint a portrait of who partici-
pates in extracurricular activities in contemporary America,
and to demonstrate links with consequential outcomes for
youth.

The history of extracurricular activities in the United
States has developed alongside of cultural, political, and
economic shifts. Cultural conceptions of both childhood
and parenting have changed considerably. Until World War
II, childhood was a time of “disease, family disruption, and
early entry into the world of work” (Mintz 2004, p. 2). At
the turn of the 20th century, less formal methods of edu-
cation and childrearing and less structured contacts with
adults were followed by structured, adult-organized educa-
tion and activities (Mintz 2004). This transition unfolded
alongside demographic shifts from high to low fertility. As
families had fewer children, generations became more dis-
tinct and parents had more resources (time, money and
attention) to devote to each child (Angrist et al. 2005)

Recognizing the ebb and flow of competition as key to
understanding the culture of childhood, Levey-Friedman
(2013) argues that those who came of age as part of a baby
boom cohort born in the late 1940s to 1960s faced more
competition for school admission and jobs. Socialized to
compete, these adults then attempted to help their children
position themselves for equally fierce competition. Some
life course and demographic theorists agree that economic
experiences during one’s formative years influence behavior
and decisions as adults (Easterlin 1961; Elder 1999). The
children of the baby boom went on to produce a baby
boomlet, themselves. As a relatively large cohort, the
boomlet youth could expect to face competition for college
admission, jobs, and partnerships among other desired

resources. Therefore, both past experiences and con-
temporary conditions influence how childhood is
experienced.

Political shifts also have an important role in creating the
contemporary youth activity landscape. Starting in the
1970s and 1980s, policy development began to favor neo-
liberal perspectives that shifted many services once provi-
sioned in schools, including youth services, to private
institutions. This meant that some extracurricular programs
like after school sports and clubs were squeezed out schools
(Putnam 2015). Therefore, while the demand for organized
extracurricular activities for youth was increasing, their
traditional supply was dwindling. As would be predicted by
neoliberal models, privatized, pay-to-play, out-of-school
activities started to fill the gaps.

While the field of youth extracurricular activities has
expanded beyond the school yard, virtually all schools
continue to offer sport and non-sport activities like art-
related programs and academic clubs (O’Brien and Roll-
efson 1995). It is important to note that the existing body of
research on extracurricular activities is broad and varied in
its range of measures to capture activity participation –

some measures are explicitly about school-based activities,
while others name non-school groups like scouts or reli-
gious youth groups. Still other measures do not specify
whether or not the extracurricular activities are linked to
schools but are, instead, based on surveys or interviews that
ask youth simply whether they participate in extracurricular
activities and, if so, which activities (e.g., basketball, soccer,
dance, robotics, etc.). Some of the literature cited above on
the explosion of extracurricular activities in the last three
decades focuses on pay-to-play activities that are not
school-sponsored and usually do not happen on site at
schools (e.g., Levey-Friedman 2013). The analysis pre-
sented below focuses on school-based extracurricular
activities. This distinction is important when assessing dif-
ferences by race, class, gender, and age because of cost,
access, and cultural differences between school and non-
school settings (Strobel et al. 2008). For example, the fact
that social class differences exist in out-of-school activities
is not surprising as it takes more resources to enroll in these
activities. School-based extracurricular activities should
prove to be more (though not perfectly) equitably available.
Not only are costs often partially off-set by schools, but
these activities usually take place at schools, requiring less
of parents’ resources in terms of time and transport (Dry-
foos 1999). Indeed, some studies point to school-based
extracurricular activities as an important source of care for
children after school hours when parents are still at work
(Junge et al. 2003). Below, the phrase “extracurricular
activities” refers to the broadest set of activities, not dif-
ferentiating between settings. The phrase “school-based
activities” refers to extracurricular activities in the school
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setting and often school-sponsored. The phrase “out-of-
school activities” denotes private, often pay-to-play activ-
ities. Again, the analysis executed below is focused on
school-based activities.

The economic recessions of the 1980s and the mid-2000s
posed several different pressures regarding extracurricular
activities. On the one hand, high unemployment left more
parents out of work, and therefore able to mind their chil-
dren in their non-school hours. As is typical, unemployment
hit the working class harder than the middle and upper
classes. On the other hand, the precarious recessionary years
underscored for parents the importance of doing all that
they could to position their children for economic success.
The new field of extracurricular activity offerings in the
1980s and its broad proliferation in the mid-2000s created
the perfect settings for parents with resources to “double-
down” on their children’s enrichment. Indeed, research
indicates middle- and upper-class parents’ purposeful and
consequential efforts to concertedly cultivate their children
through extracurricular activities (Lareau 2003). If extra-
curricular activities do, indeed, boost youths’ future pro-
spects, the differential participation implied by out-of-
school activities suggests exacerbated economic inequality
as today’s youth come of age with different access to this
new preparatory arena. However, access to school-based
activities should remain more equitable. In fact, as cultural
pressures mount for youth to be involved in more extra-
curricular activities and earlier, families who cannot afford
out-of-school activities may turn, in higher numbers, to the
more affordable school-based activity options which have
always been and remain “prominent hubs” for extra-
curricular activities (Guest and McRee 2009).

The little that is known about patterns in participation in
extracurricular activities is from studies that focus on social
class differences. Studies using nationally representative
data show that participation is higher among youth from
middle- and upper-class families (Moore et al. 2014), and
there is a parental education gradient to participation with a
nearly linear increase in youth sport participation with each
higher level of parental education (Child Trends 2017).
While youth from working and lower-class families have
lower participation rates, studies indicate that participation
in extracurricular activities is actually more strongly linked
to their self-esteem (Bloomfield and Barber 2011) and
academic success (Martin et al. 2015), and it holds the
potential to buffer the relationship between events like a
parents’ job loss and drug use (Darling 2015). Lareau’s
(2003) work provides strong evidence for social class dif-
ferences in parents’ approaches to children’s extracurricular
activities documenting how middle and upper-class parents,
regardless of race, enroll their children in more extra-
curricular activities. Moreover, they are purposeful in their
choice of activities, choosing those that will best prepare

their children for particular desired futures with regard to
college and career. Therefore, we hypothesize that social
class differences favor youth in middle- or upper-class
families.

The class gap in participation in extracurricular activities
is not new, but has existed at least since the 1970s (Snell-
man et al. 2015). However, the gap has actually increased in
more recent decades, for both sport and non-sport school-
based activities. Existing analysis showing this, however, is
limited to white students (Snellman et al. 2015). Given the
strong racial dimension to social class status in the United
States, patterns may be different when racial and ethnic
minority students are included in the analysis. With the
nationally representative MTF data, we hypothesize that
social class gap in school-based activities remains, but has
narrowed over time as the cultural pressure mounts on
families, including working class families, to enroll their
children in extracurricular activities. School-based activities
may be more affordable and accessible for working and
lower-class families, bolstering their enrollment over time.

Unlike the fairly strong evidence from multiple sources
on class differences in participation in extracurricular
activities, there are fewer studies on differences in partici-
pation by child race, gender, or age. With regard to race and
ethnicity, some studies find that minority children start
sports participation later and have somewhat lower levels of
participation overall (Physical Activity Council 2013). Most
of the minority disadvantage in youth sport participation
rates are driven by the low rates of African American
(Wang and Eccles 2012) and Hispanic participation (Dar-
ling 2015). Given these findings, we hypothesize lower
levels of school-based activity participation for African-
American and Hispanic youth.

With regard to gender, research indicates that girls’
extracurricular participation lags behind that of boys. Girls’
participation is two to six percent lower than boys (Cola-
bianchi et al. 2012). However, girls’ extracurricular parti-
cipation has made extraordinary gains since the passage of
Title IX in 1972 legislating gender equal opportunity in
education programs and activities that receive federal
funding, indicating access was a major barrier to girls’
participation (Child Trends 2017). Moreover, girls currently
outpace boys in participation when it comes to non-sport
activities like arts and academic clubs (Darling 2015).

Participation rates generated by Child Trends (2017)
using the Monitoring the Future data indicate that the
gender gap in school-based sports participation declined
between 1991 and 2004, but then increased a bit among
twelfth graders between 2004 and 2013. Currently, boys
still participate in school-based sports more than girls in
eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades, though the gap is largest
among twelfth graders at 14 percent (while it is just 4%
among eighth graders). Taken together, these studies lead us

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1299–1316 1301



to hypothesize that girls outpace boys in their participation
in non-sport activities, and that boys participate in sports at
higher rates than do girls, but this gap has narrowed over
time.

Regarding age, most contemporary studies argue that
youth are participating in extracurricular activities at
younger ages than ever before. Extracurricular activity
enrollment used to be limited to adolescence. Now, how-
ever, the competition has moved down the age spectrum to
childhood as more and more children accumulate activity
experiences that they leverage to compete for entry into
schools, important social networks, or jobs (Levey-Fried-
man 2013). Therefore, kids must participate earlier in order
to compete—as early as preschool to set the stage for later
schooling and ultimate success. We hypothesize that older
youth participate at higher rates but this gap has narrowed
over time as youth initiate extracurricular participation
earlier than before.

In summary, while scholars have convincingly argued
that social class structures if and how youth participate in
extracurricular activities, much less research examines how
other important elements of difference—race, gender, and
age—also contribute to patterns in participation in extra-
curricular activities. This is especially true regarding ana-
lysis with nationally representative data. Moreover, there
exists little evidence about how such patterns have changed
over time, as the social context regarding race and gender,
especially, shifted in society’s major institutions including
educational institutions, the workplace, and the criminal
justice system. Finally, most existing studies do not con-
sider whether extracurricular activities happen in or out of
the school setting—a potentially important distinction.
Thus, a comprehensive understanding of if and how pat-
terns of participation in school-based activities have chan-
ged over time for youth of different social class
backgrounds, race/ethnicities, genders and ages is important
bedrock for any sound policy that aims to ameliorate social
inequality among children and adolescents.

Current Study

This study has two main goals. First, it aims to describe
patterns of participation in school-based activities over 27
years by major categories of social difference. A compre-
hensive description of trends and differences with nationally
representative historical data has not yet been conducted.
Second, it investigates links between dimensions of differ-
ence, school-based activity participation, and youth out-
comes in the domains of educational achievement and
expectations and substance use. This analysis shows the
enduring importance of school-based activities for positive
development in other life domains.

Method

Data

This study uses 27 years of data on youth from the Mon-
itoring the Future (MTF) study. The MTF study began data
collection with a nationally representative school-based
sample of twelfth graders in 1976 and continued to inter-
view twelfth graders nearly annually up to the present day.
In 1986, MTF added more detailed questions on race and
ethnicity, allowing examination of more racial categories.
Therefore, this study uses data from 1986 until 2013.
Currently, the MTF study surveys approximately 50,000
youth in 420 public and private schools annually (Mon-
itoring the Future, Institute for Social Research, University
of Michigan). Pooled over year, the analysis sample
includes 593,979 youth.

To our knowledge these data provide the broadest his-
torical swath of information on participation in school-
based activities with enough cases to differentiate different
patterns by social class, race, ethnicity, gender and grade in
school. Some of these dimensions of difference have a
longer historical record in the MTF data than others. For
example, MTF started with twelfth graders only, but added
eighth and tenth graders to their sample in 1991. Regarding
race/ethnicity, in 1986 the survey started to include ethni-
city in addition to race, allowing for a more detailed
accounting of patterns by race/ethnicity. Because race is a
key dimension of the present inquiry the analysis starts in
1986. For analysis including grade, the window narrows
slightly to 1991 and the sample size to 329,806. All ana-
lyses extend through 2013.

Measures

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics on all measures inclu-
ded in the study. Their measurement is described below.

Extracurricular activity participation

Across the entire time series of the MTF data, participation
in school-based activities is assessed with a series of
questions asking respondents: “To what extent have you
participated in the following school activities during the
school year?” The activities are: yearbook or school
newspaper, music or performing arts, athletic teams, and
other school clubs or activities. The response options are:
“not at all,” “slight,” “moderate,” “considerable,” or
“great.” Research by Eccles et al. (2003) and Linver et al.
(2009) shows the central importance of: (1) participating
versus not participating; (2) distinctions between youth who
participate in sports versus other activities; and (3)
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differences between those who specialize versus those who
simultaneously engage in multiple activities that cross
domains. Therefore, for the analysis that follows, youth are
grouped into one of four mutually exclusive school-based
activity categories indicating any level of participation:
sport participant only (12%), non-sport participant only
(24%), both sport and non-sport participant (48%), and non-
participants (16%).

Race/ethnicity

With regard to race/ethnicity, the public-use MTF data
include only broad categories for White, Black and His-
panic. However, this study leverages the restricted-use MTF
data to describe patterns for non-Hispanic Whites, non-
Hispanic Blacks, Hispanics, non-Hispanic Asians, and those
of other races. In 2005, the MTF switched from a “choose
one” race query to a “check all that apply” option. However,
even the restricted-use MTF data does not allow for the
separation of multi-racial respondents from the broader
category of “other race.” Likewise, disclosure concerns
prevent MTF from releasing separate codes for Native
American or other relatively small racial or ethnic groups.
Therefore, this study continues to use the classification of
non-Hispanic White (65%), non-Hispanic Black (13%),
Hispanic (12%), Non-Hispanic Asian (4%), and other race
(7%), with this last category being expanded after 2005 to
include those who check more than one race once given the
option.

Social class

The educational attainment level of parents is used to
index social class. Educational attainment is strongly
correlated with occupational prestige and income, and
studies have shown school-age children to report their
parents’ highest level of education more reliably and with
more validity than their parents’ income (e.g., Entwisle
and Astone 1994).

Social class is indexed by whether or not the respon-
dents’ parents’ highest level of educational attainment is or
exceeds a bachelor’s degree (53%). Those whose parents’
highest level of attainment is less than a bachelor’s degree
are considered working class or lower and those whose
parents’ education is a bachelor’s degree or higher are
considered middle or upper class. Both mother’s and
father’s education are considered with the highest of the two
used to indicate the respondent’s social class. Therefore, for
youth with only one parent, the single parent’s educational
attainment is the indicator for class.

Gender and age

Respondents’ reports of their gender as male (49%) or
female (51%) are used to index gender. A multi-category
indicator for grade in school indicates eighth, tenth, or
twelfth grade. Recall that surveys for eighth and tenth
graders started in 1991, so the analysis assesses patterns for
these grades only from 1991 forward. About a third of the
sample is in each of the three grades (33, 38 and 29% in
eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades, respectively).

Table 1 Descriptive Statisics on Key Analysis Variables

(N= 593,979)

Distribution or proportion Range

School-based activity profile

Nothing 0.162 0/1

Only sport 0.119 0/1

Only non-sport 0.237 0/1

Both sport and non-sport 0.481 0/1

Race/ethnicity

Non-Hispanic Black 0.121 0/1

Non-Hispanic White 0.656 0/1

Hispanic 0.115 0/1

Non-Hispanic Asian 0.041 0/1

Non-Hispanic other 0.067 0/1

Social class

Parent is a college graduate 0.539 0/1

Parent is not a college graduate 0.461 0/1

Gender

Male 0.480 0/1

Female 0.520 0/1

Grade in school

8th 0.360 0/1

10th 0.362 0/1

12th 0.278 0/1

Family structure

Two resident parent family 0.756 0/1

Single-mother family 0.182 0/1

Other family structure 0.063 0/1

School type

Public 0.897 0/1

Private 0.103 0/1

Outcome variables Mean or proportion Range

Grades in school 6.06 1 - 9

Expect to graduate college 0.612 0/1

Ever smoked 0.440 0/1

Ever drank alcohol 0.632 0/1

Ever smoked marijuana 0.305 0/1
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Grades in school

Youth self-report their average grades so far in school. This
variable ranges from 1 (D <= 69%) to 9 (A= 93–100%).
The mean score in the sample is 5.97, corresponding to a
“B” average.

College graduation expectations

College graduation expectations are indexed from youth
responses to a question about how likely it is that they will
graduate from college with four response categories from
“definitely won’t” to “definitely will.” The dummy variable
used for analysis indexes whether the respondent replies
“definitely will” (1) versus all other response categories (0).

Substance use

To assess substance use, youth report whether or not they
have ever: smoked cigarettes (1/0)—44%, drank alcohol (1/
0)—37%, or smoked marijuana (1/0)—29%.

Controls

A series of dummy variables index whether or not the
respondent lived with two continuously married or step
parents (76%), a single mother (18%), or in another family
arrangement (6%). These variables proxy for parent time
and availability to facilitate extracurricular participation. An
indicator for whether the respondent attended a private
(10%) versus public (90%) school proxies for potential
school level differentials in extracurricular offerings due to
resource differences. These two control measures are
included in all multivariate models but we do not show their
coefficients (available upon request).

Analytic Strategy

Given the two main goals of this study are description and
explanation, several analytic techniques are leveraged. First,
graphs depict level differences and time trends in patterns of
youth activity participation over 27 years by major cate-
gories of social difference. We note in the text where
ancillary tests revealed significant differences in trends by
race, class, gender, and age. Second, multinomial logit
models are used to predict activity participation. In these
models the data is pooled across years, survey year is
included to assess time trends, and it is interacted with race,
class, gender and age to assess trend differentials.

Third, again pooling all years of data, ordinary least
squares models predict average grades, logit models predict
college graduation expectations, and logit models predict
ever use of cigarettes, alcohol, and marijuana. For each

outcome, the baseline model includes race/ethnicity, social
class, gender, grade in school, year, and controls. The
second model adds the school-based activity measures to
assess whether activities explain some of the associations
between these social dimensions of difference and grades,
college graduation expectations, and substance use, and to
assess the associations between participation in school-
based activities and outcomes in these two important
domains of education and substance use.

Results

Figures 1 through 5 show school-based activity participa-
tion levels and trends over time overall and by race/ethni-
city, social class, gender, and grade in school (the later from
1991 onward when eighth and tenth graders were added).
To test whether trends in Figs. 2 through 5 are different
across demographic groups over time, separate multinomial
logistic regression models estimated school-based activity
participation profiles using each demographic characteristic,
survey year, and the interaction between the demographic
characteristic and survey year. In these models, “no parti-
cipation in any activity” is the reference category. These
models are not shown, but significant trends differences are
indicated in the text below.

Figure 1 shows school-based activity participation
experiences for all youth in the sample. It shows that the
highest proportion of youth participate in both sport and
non-sport activities (like performing arts or academic clubs)
– the proportion has centered on about half of all youth over
27 years of data, reaching a high of 52% and a low of 45%.
There is not a clear time trend indicating increase or
decrease in participation in the combination of both sport
and non-sport activities. The next most common profile for
youth is to participate in only non-sport activities. This
profile was highest in the earliest years at 32%, but has
declined over time to 20% in recent years. While those
participating in only non-sport activities has declined over
time, the proportion of youth participating in only sport
activities has increased from 8% in 1986 to 15% most
recently. The proportion not participating in any activities
remained fairly steady across time ranging from 14 to 18%.

Figure 2 shows school-based activity participation plots
separately by race/ethnicity. Levels and trends in school-
based activity participation are similar across groups, but
recall that these bivariate associations do not control for
other important features that other research suggests are
confounded with race, like social class.

Figure 3 shows school-based activity participation plots
separately by parental educational attainment, the indicator
of social class. Regarding levels, about 55% (between 50
and 60%) of those with a college educated parent participate
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in both sport and non-sport activities, whereas only about
44% (between 40 and 47%) of those without a college
educated parent participate in both types of activities. Figure
3 indicates that the trend in both sport and non-sport par-
ticipation is up for those with a college educated parent and
level or down for those without a college educated parent
(p < 0.05). Furthermore, those without a college educated
parent are more likely than those with a college educated
parent to not participate in any activities and the gap has
grown overtime (p < 0.05). Whereas between 15 and 23%
of those without a college educated parent are non-partici-
pants, between 9 and 15% of those with a college educated
parent opt out-of-school activities altogether. Taken toge-
ther, Fig. 3 indicates that those without a college educated
parent are shifting out of school-based activities altogether,
whereas those with a college educated parent are increas-
ingly combining sport and non-sport activities.

Figure 4 shows school-based activity profiles by gender
demonstrating large and significant trend differences.
Starting with the most common profile, girls increased their
participation in both sport and non-sport activities from a
low of 38% in the early years of observation to a high of
about 54% in the late 1990s and again in 2011. Boys, on the
other hand, decreased their proportion in both sport and
non-sport activities from 52% in the late 1980s to 44% in

the most recent years (p < 0.05). The proportion of girls
participating in only non-sport activities dropped drastically
from a high of 43% in the late 1980s to about 30% in the
early 1990s and more gradually after that to a low of about
25% in 2013. The trends lines indicate that over time girls
transferred their participation away from only non-sport
activities to participation in both sport and non-sport
activities and only sport activities. Boys’ pattern of only
non-sport participation is lower overall and more level over
time. Between 15 and 23% of boys participate in only non-
sport activities from 1986 to 2013. Regarding levels, a
higher proportion of boys than girls participate in only sport
activities. However, both boys’ and girls’ participation in
only sport activities has grown over time. The proportion of
boys who are non-participants is higher than that of girls,
but trend lines do not show much change over time. In all,
the trend lines indicate that girls’ school-based activity
patterns are more varied (the lines are farther apart) and
have changed more over time (the lines have steeper gra-
dients) than those of boys (p < 0.05). Girls who were par-
ticipating only in non-sport activities in earlier decades have
traded that profile for one of only sport activities or one that
includes both sport and non-sport activities.

Finally, Fig. 5 shows trends in school-based activity
profiles by grade in school. Recall that the MTF project

Fig. 1 Relative participation frequencies by type, 1986–2013

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1299–1316 1305



only began collecting data from eighth and tenth graders
in 1991, so the lines start there in the first two plots of Fig.
5 while they start in 1986 for twelfth graders. Looking
across the three plots, one can imagine students aging up
from eighth to twelfth grade and changing their partici-
pation patterns as they get closer to high school gradua-
tion, though the data is not longitudinal so respondents are
different youth each survey year. Framed this way, youth
drop their participation in both sport and non-sport
activities from eighth to tenth grade and in only sport
activities from tenth to twelfth grade (p < 0.05). The
proportion not participating in any activities maintained
but at the relatively low level of about 15%. The pro-
portion participating in only non-sport activities increases
substantially, especially between tenth and twelfth grades
(p < 0.05). This suggests an increase in non-sport activ-
ities (academic and performing arts) as youth near gra-
duation and college attendance.

Next multivariate analysis is used to explore patterns and
trends in participation in school-based activities while
controlling for socio-demographic features, including year
of survey data collection and controls for family structure
and public versus private school attendance. Tables 2 and 3
show results from analysis with year treated as a continuous
variable, mean centered, and, in Table 3, interacted with

socio-demographic measures to indicate differences in
trends.

Table 2 shows results of a multinomial logit model
predicting type of school-based participation: none, sport
only, non-sport only, or both sport and non-sport. The
omitted category is “none,” so relative risk ratios (RRRs)
show the “risk” of participating in the type of activity (sport,
non-sport, or both) relative to no participation. Relative risk
ratios can be interpreted in a way similar to odds ratios. The
RRR centers on 1.0, with values above 1.0 indicating an
elevated risk relative to the reference group and values
below 1.0 indicating a reduced risk. The first set of columns
show that compared to non-Hispanic Black youth, Hispanic,
non-Hispanic Asian, and other race youth have a lower
relative risk of participating in only sport activities versus
nothing. Youth with a college educated parent and male
youth are more likely to participate in only sports activities
than those without a college educated parent and females,
respectively. Compared to eighth graders those in twelfth
grade have a decreased risk of only sports participation
compared to participating in nothing at all. The year vari-
able indicates an increase over time in sport only partici-
pation relative to no activities.

The next set of columns shows non-sport participation
compared to participating in no activities. The results

Fig. 2 Relative participation frequencies by race, 1986–2013

1306 Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1299–1316



indicate that compared to non-Hispanic Black youth, non-
Hispanic Asian youth are more likely to participate in non-
sport activities versus nothing at all, but Hispanic youth are
less likely to participate in non-sport activities than nothing
at all. As is the case with sports participation, youth with a
college educated parent are more likely than those without a
college educated parent to participate in non-sport activities
compared to nothing at all. Unlike sports participation,
however, male youth are less likely than females to parti-
cipate in non-sport activities compared to nothing at all. In
fact, they are half as likely as females to participate in non-
sport activities (RRR: 0.427). Tenth graders are less likely
and twelfth graders are more likely than those in eighth
grade to participate in non-sport activities. The year variable
indicates a decrease over time in non-sport only participa-
tion relative to no participation.

The third set of columns estimate the relative risk of
participating in both sport and non-sport activities compared
to no participation. The risk ratios indicate that compared to
non-Hispanic Black youth, Hispanic and other race youth
are less likely to participate in both sport and non-sport
activities compared to no participation. Youth with a col-
lege educated parent are more likely to participate in both
kinds of activities than those without a college educated
parent, and the RRR is high at 2.152, indicating that having

a highly educated parent is associated with more than twice
the risk of participating in activities across domains (sport
and non-sport). Males are somewhat less likely than females
to participate in both sport and non-sport activities, and
participation in both types wanes with grade in school—
those in tenth and twelfth grades are less likely than those in
eighth grade. Finally, the year variable indicates that parti-
cipation in both types of school-based activities has become
slightly less likely over time compared to not participating
in any activity.

Next, the analysis tests whether race/ethnic, class, gen-
der, and grade differences had intensified or waned over
time. The mean-centered, continuous year variable is
interacted with the discrete indicators for race/ethnicity,
parental college degree, gender, and grade in school. Table
3 shows results for time trends in the association between
race/ethnicity (Model 1), parental education (Model 2),
gender (Model 3) and grade in school (Model 4) and
school-based activity participation. Focusing on the “Inter-
actions with Year” in the final rows of the Tables, Model
1 shows that compared to non-Hispanic Black youth, His-
panic youth’s participation in only sports declined over
time. Compared to non-Hispanic Black youth, all other
groups increased their participation in non-sport activities.
Furthermore, all other groups except non-Hispanic Asian

Fig. 3 Relative participation frequencies by parental college education, 1986–2013
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youth increased participation in both sport and non-sport
activities over time compared to non-Hispanic Black youth.
Therefore, it appears that the gap between non-Hispanic
Black youth and other groups in non-sport activities and in
activities that cross domains (sport and non-sport) has
widened over time.

Model 2 shows that the positive associations between
having a college educated parent and all three types of
school-based activity participation (v. none) have inten-
sified over time, though the RRR on the interaction is
modest in size (example RRR: 1.007 for sport only par-
ticipation). Model 3 shows that gender is less predictive of
activity participation over time. Specifically, the positive
association between male and sport participation has
weakened over time and the negative association between
male and both sport and non-sport participation has also
weakened over time, indicating decreasing importance of
gender in predicting type of school-based activity
participation.

Model 4 shows that grade in school is more predictive of
two kinds of participation over time: non-sport only and
both sport and non-sport. In both cases, each grade higher is
associated with a higher likelihood of participating. There is
no time trend, however, in the association between sport-
only participation and grade in school.

Next, the relationship between activity participation and
key academic and substance use outcomes is examined.
Table 4 shows estimates for associations with grades in
school and expectations to graduate from college. The first
set of columns shows models estimating grades. Recall that
this variable has 9 values representing letter grades (A–D)
that correspond to a standard 0–100 grading scale. Grades
are treated as continuous and estimated with an ordinary
least squares regression model. The first model includes
only socio-demographic indicators. The second model adds
the set of school-based activity measures. After the second
model, post-hoc adjusted Wald tests were estimated to
assess differences between the non-omitted categories of
school-based activities; significant differences are noted in
text.

Model 1 shows that non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic
Asian and other race youth have an advantage in grades,
whereas Hispanic youth report lower grades compared to
non-Hispanic Black youth. Grades are positively associated
with parental college education, but negatively associated
with being male. Tenth graders generally reported lower
grades than eighth graders. Model 2 indicates that school-
based activity participation is also significantly associated
with grades—sport-only, non-sport only, and especially
both sport and non-sport participation are associated with

Fig. 4 Relative participation frequencies by gender, 1986–2013
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elevated grades. The inclusion of school-based activity
participation does little to change the statistical significance
of the socio-demographic indicators predicting grades. The
year indicator suggests that average high school grades have
increased over time. Post-hoc adjusted Wald tests assess the
differences between the coefficients for school-based
activities profiles. These tests indicated that all of the
three participation categories (only sport, only non-sport,
and both sport and non-sport) were also significantly dif-
ferent from one another.

The second set of columns in Table 4 show odds ratios
from logistic regressions predicting expectations to graduate
college. Compared to non-Hispanic Black youth, non-
Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Asian and other race youth
report lower odds of expecting college graduation. Hispanic
youth do not differ significantly from non-Hispanic Black
youth on college graduation expectations. Black and His-
panic youths’ relative advantage regarding college expec-
tations may be surprising given their actual disadvantage in
rates of college going and, especially, college graduation.
However, these models also control for social class, gender,
grade, and our two controls of family structure and public
versus private school attendance (not shown). For the other
socio-demographic indicators, the pattern of results is
strikingly similar to those immediately above for grades.

Fig. 5 Relative participation frequencies by grade, 1986–2013

Table 2 Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting School-Based
Activity Profiles

School-based activity profiles (reference= no
participation)

Only sport
RRR

Only non-sport
RRR

Both sport and
non-sport RRR

Race (NH-Black omitted)

NH-White 1.000 1.003 0.984

Hispanic 0.764*** 0.775*** 0.628***

NH-Asian 0.556*** 1.463*** 0.991

NH-other 0.836*** 0.936* 0.829***

Class (no college degree omitted)

College
educated parent

1.434*** 1.565*** 2.152***

Gender (female omitted)

Male 2.188*** 0.427*** 0.697***

Grade in school (8th grade omitted)

10th grade 1.033 0.960** 0.750***

12th grade 0.694*** 1.421*** 0.790***

Survey year 1.010*** 0.991*** 0.994***

Constant 0.953*** 2.808*** 8.605***

Note: Family structure and public/private school controlled, not shown

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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Parental college education is positively associated with the
odds of expecting college graduation, and males have lower
odds of expecting college graduation compared to females.
High expectations for college graduation are reduced with
school grade level, being highest in eighth grade and then
declining in tenth and twelfth grade, perhaps as one nears
college and the prospects of attending and eventual gra-
duation become more realistic.

Participation in any sort of school-based activity
increases the odds of expecting to graduate from college.
Model 2 shows that those participating in sport only, non-
sport only, or both sport and non-sport are about 1.5 times
as likely to expect to graduate from college than non-
participants. The year indicator suggests that the likelihood
of expecting to graduate from college has increased over
time. Post-hoc adjusted Wald tests indicate that “only sport”
and “both sport and non-sport” odds ratios are not sig-
nificantly different from one another, but both are sig-
nificantly different from “only non-sport.”

Table 5 estimates a series of logit models predicting the
odds of substance use: ever smoked, ever drank alcohol,
and ever smoked marijuana. Like with academic outcomes
above, the first model includes just socio-demographic
indicators; the second model adds school-based activity
participation. Model 1 shows that non-Hispanic White,
Hispanic and other race youth are more likely, and non-
Hispanic Asian youth are less likely, than non-Hispanic
Black youth to have ever smoked. Those with a college
educated parent are less likely to have tried smoking and
males are more likely to have tried it. Experience with
smoking increases with grade in school. Including the
school-based activity indicators in Model 2 reduces to non-
significance the increased odds of having experience with
smoking for males, but none of the other socio-demographic
measures change much. School-based activity participation
is negatively associated with smoking experience. Com-
pared to participating in nothing, participating in any
activities significantly decreases the odds of having ever
smoked. The year indicator suggests that experience with
smoking has declined over time.

The next set of models estimate the odds of having ever
drank alcohol. Model 1 shows that compared to non-
Hispanic Black youth, non-Hispanic White, Hispanic, and
other race youth have higher odds and non-Hispanic Asian
youth have lower odds of having ever drank alcohol. There
are no significant differences by gender. Those with col-
lege educated parents are less likely to have experience
with alcohol, while the odds of having tried alcohol
increase with grade. Adding school-based activity parti-
cipation in Model 2 changes the association between
gender and alcohol experience, so that being male is
negatively associated with having tried alcohol. This may
be explained, in part, by the increase in odds of having
tried alcohol among those who participate in sports only
compared to no activity participation. The positive asso-
ciation between alcohol consumption and sports partici-
pation, especially for males, is well-documented (e.g.,
Hartmann and Masoglia 2007). Participating in non-sport
activities only or in both sport and non-sport activities is
negatively associated with drinking experience, indicating
a protective effect of these two school-based activity

Table 4 Associations between academic outcomes and expecations,
socio-demographic characteristics, and school-based activity profiles

Self report grades OLS
regression coeffiecients

Expectations to
graduate college odds
ratios from logistic
regression

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Race (NH-Black omitted)

NH-White 0.521*** 0.524*** 0.730*** 0.733***

(0.12) (0.11)

Hispanic −0.034* 0.042** 0.984 1.008***

(.015) (.015)

NH-Asian 1.128*** 1.113*** 0.869*** 0.877***

(.020) (.020)

NH-other 0.132*** 0.157*** 0.780*** 0.793***

(.017) (.017)

Class (no college degree omitted)

College educated
parent

0.717*** 0.598*** 1.214*** 1.170***

(.007) (.007)

Gender (female omitted)

Male −0.538*** −0.444*** 0.706*** 0.702***

(.007) (.007)

Grade in school (8th omitted)

10th grade −0.397*** −0.346*** 0.748*** 0.758***

(.008) (.008)

12th grade 0.068*** 0.095*** 0.042*** 0.042***

(.009) (.009)

Survey year
(continuous)

0.038*** 0.039*** 1.015*** 1.015***

(.001) (.000)

Activity profile (no participation omitted)

Only Sport 0.556*** 1.590***

(.013)

Only Non-Sport 0.928*** 1.357***

(.011)

Both sport and
non-sport

1.287*** 1.585***

(.010)

Constant 6.200*** 4.517*** 16.566*** 11.348***

(.017) (.044)

Note: Family structure and public/private school controlled, not shown

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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profiles. The year indicator suggests that experience with
alcohol has decreased over time.

Finally, the last set of models estimates the odds of
having ever smoked marijuana. Model 1, including only
socio-demographic variables and controls, shows that non-
Hispanic Asian youth have lower odds and non-Hispanic
White, Hispanic, and other race youth have higher odds
than non-Hispanic Black youth of having tried marijuana.
Males and those in tenth and twelfth grade are also more
likely to have ever smoked marijuana. Those with a college
educated parent are less likely to have tried marijuana.
Model 2, adding school-based activity indicators, does
nothing to change the associations between socio-
demographic indicators and the odds of having ever
smoked marijuana. All participation profiles, however, are
associated with reduced odds of having smoked marijuana,
especially participating in non-sport activities or both sport
and non-sport activities. The year indicator suggests that
experience with marijuana has decreased over time.

Other variable coding strategies and different modeling
techniques were tested with little variation in results. Sup-
plementary analysis tested a measure of grades earned in
school that was ordinal. This test used an ordered logit
model, and results were consisted with what is presented
above with the continuous treatment. We also tested models
predicting college graduation expectations with the full,
four-point expectations scale, despite its left skew. Given its

ordinal nature, these were ordered logit models. Results
indicated very similar patterns to what is reported with a
dichotomous treatment and logit model. The year variable
was tested as a set of dummy indicators as well as a con-
tinuous variable. Both approaches resulted in the same time
patterns.

Discussion

A large and growing body of research establishes the
positive benefits to youth of extracurricular activity parti-
cipation including better academic outcomes (Roeser and
Peck 2003), better emotional and physical health (Halpern
2003; McGee et al. 2006), and lower levels of substance use
(Mahoney 2000) and risk behaviors (Jiang and Peterson
2012). Further, participation in extracurricular activities is
especially helpful for disadvantaged youth (Bloomfield and
Barber 2011), suggesting their potential to level inequal-
ities. However, disadvantaged youth have lower levels of
participation in extracurricular activities (Moore et al.
2014), pointing to another possibility—that extracurricular
activities may exacerbate inequalities. The field of extra-
curricular activities for youth has expanded greatly over the
last three decades (Vandermeerschen et al. 2016), but little
is known about trends in participation by social class, race/
ethnicity, gender and age. Do participation gaps still exist?

Table 5 Associations between substance use, socio-demographic characteristics, and school-based activity profiles

Ever smoked odds ratios Ever drank alcohol odds ratios Ever smoked marijuana odds
ratios

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Race (NH-Black omitted)

NH-White 1.710*** 1.716*** 1.447*** 1.451*** 1.188*** 1.188***

Hispanic 1.662*** 1.614*** 1.663*** 1.649*** 1.332*** 1.290***

NH-Asian 0.863*** 0.878*** 0.693*** 0.720*** 0.538*** 0.551***

NH-Other 1.792*** 1.784*** 1.429*** 1.435*** 1.268*** 1.258***

Class (no college degree omitted)

College educated parent 0.707*** 0.741*** 0.772*** 0.788*** 0.801*** 0.846***

Gender (female omitted)

Male 1.054*** 0.992 1.010 0.933*** 1.336*** 1.235***

Grade in school (8th grade omitted)

10th grade 1.732*** 1.706*** 2.342*** 2.339*** 2.370*** 2.338***

12th grade 2.342*** 2.364*** 3.957*** 4.113*** 4.072*** 4.177***

Survey year (continuous) 0.937*** 0.936*** 0.939*** 0.938*** 0.991*** 0.990***

Activity profile (no participation omitted)

Only sport 0.797*** 1.146*** 0.857***

Only non-sport 0.584*** 0.636*** 0.540***

Both sport and non-sport 0.564*** 0.779*** 0.544***

Constant 0.305*** 0.493*** 0.774*** 0.985*** 0.126*** 0.210***

Note: Family structure and public/private school controlled, not shown

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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Have they widened or narrowed over time? This article
analyzed over a quarter century of data on school-based
extracurricular activity participation to document patterns
and trends in participation and their links to two important
facets of youth well-being: academic performance and
expectations and substance use experiences. This analysis
reveals persistent and growing inequalities as well as areas
of hope for leveling inequalities.

The analysis revealed differences in levels of school-
based extracurricular activity participation by race/ethnicity,
showing that whereas non-Hispanic Black and non-
Hispanic White youth had similar levels of participation
in activities, Hispanic and other race youth had lower levels
of participation. Non-Hispanic Asian youth had greater
participation in only non-sport activities but lower levels of
participation in only sport activities and similar levels of
participation in both sport and non-sport activities.
Regarding trends in patterns of participation by race/ethni-
city, the findings indicate non-Hispanic Black youth have
lower levels of participation over time in “only non-sport”
and in “both sport and non-sport” activity profiles than
youth of other racial and ethnic groups. Indeed, non-sport
participation and participation that crosses domains (sport
and non-sport) is the most protective in terms of grades,
college expectations, and substance use. Therefore, the
disadvantage for non-Hispanic Black youth is important for
contemporaneous academic and substance use outcomes
and also because extracurricular participation has become
increasingly important for future success (Levey-Friedman
2013).

In terms of social class, those with a college-educated
parent were more likely than those whose parents did not
graduate from college to participate in sport only, non-sport
only, and, especially, both sport and non-sport activities.
This reveals a clear advantage to middle and upper-class
youth in their ability to engage in the increasingly important
field of extracurricular activities. Moreover, the activity
advantage to middle and upper-class youth has increased
over time—representing what Putnam (2015) identified as a
new, important division existing even before adulthood. As
expected, social class is also protective in terms of academic
outcomes and aspirations and substance use. School-based
extracurricular activity participation is additionally protec-
tive, but it does not mediate the strong role of social class.

The analyses also produced some interesting findings
regarding participation in school-based activities and well-
being outcomes by gender. Overall, girls appear to be
gaining an advantage in participation. Since the beginning
of the study period (1986), girls have participated in non-
sport activities in higher proportions than boys. Since 1994,
they have also outpaced boys in their participation in
school-based activities across domains (both sport and non-
sport). While a larger proportion of boys than girls

continued to participate in only sport activities, the analysis
reveals significant interactions between gender and only
sport activities indicating that boys’ advantage in only sport
participation has waned over time. Girls are less likely than
boys to not participate in any activities. Finally, gender is
associated with academic and substance use outcomes
favoring girls—compared to boys, girls report higher
grades, have higher expectations for college graduation and
are less likely to have tried cigarettes and marijuana.

Differences by youths’ grade in school reveal a
decreasing intensity in both sport and non-sport participa-
tion, but an increasing intensity in only non-sport activities
with grade in school. That is, compared to non-participa-
tion, youth are less likely to participate in both sport and
non-sport activities in the tenth and twelfth grades com-
pared to the eighth grade. On the other hand, compared to
non-participation, youth are more likely to participate in
only non-sport activities in the twelfth grade than in the
eighth grade. Interactions with survey year indicate that
tenth and twelfth graders are increasingly likely to partici-
pate in non-sport activities, suggesting a ramp up in parti-
cipation in this profile for older youth, especially in more
recent years. Grade in school is positively associated with
substance use perhaps as exposure to the possibility of
experimentation and use increases with age and grade.

Finally, with nationally representative data over 27 years,
this analysis confirms what many other researchers have
suggested—that school-based extracurricular activity parti-
cipation is positively associated with academic outcomes
(grades and expectations to graduate college) and negatively
associated with substance use. This is true even as average
grades and college aspirations have increased over time and
smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, and smoking mar-
ijuana have decreased over time.

This study contributes to a growing body of literature
emphasizing the overwhelming advantages to children with
middle and upper-class parents in terms of participation in
extracurricular activities. Of all of the indicators of social
demographic characteristics examined—race/ethnicity, class,
gender, and grade in school—social class background was
most consistently and strongly associated with more partici-
pation and more varied participation (in both sport and non-
sport activities). Importantly, the social class advantage has
grown over time, confirming what scholars suggest is a new
divider among American children and families: participation
in extracurricular activities (Putnam 2015). While other
recent studies have shown advantages to middle- and upper-
class children in out-of-school activities (Lareau 2003;
Levey-Friedman 2013), this analysis yields similar finding
with regard to school-based activities. This is noteworthy
because school-based activities should be more accessible
than out-of-school activities both in terms of material
resources needed to participate and in terms of time and
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logistical resources to get children to extracurricular activities
(Vandell and Shumow, 1999). Therefore, these findings cast
an extra pall over the portrait of social class divisions in
extracurricular activity participation.

On the other hand, this article contributes a positive
outlook for gender equality in extracurricular activities—its
findings show what might be considered a slight advantage
for girls in terms of school-based extracurricular activity
participation. Girls participate in greater proportions than
boys overall, and especially in school-based activities
across domains (both sport and non-sport). Moreover, their
advantage has grown over time, suggesting continuing
gains for girls. This “girl advantage,” however, may be a
consequence of this study’s focus on school-based activ-
ities. Other studies have shown that girls excel in school
settings where the skills they have cultivated are highly
valued: taking turns, sitting still, following directions, and
planning ahead (Duckworth and Seligman 2006). There-
fore, school-based activities, as an extension of the school
day and largely in the same school setting, may be a par-
ticularly advantageous arena for girls. It is not clear that the
same “girl advantage” would manifest in out-of-school
activities.

This study is not without limitations. One limitation is
that the data did not allow for an examination of out-of-
school extracurricular activity participation, the setting in
which many scholars suggest the most inequality in parti-
cipation occurs. To our knowledge, there are no nationally
representative studies that detail out-of-school extra-
curricular activity participation over time. The findings
presented above on differences in school-based extra-
curricular activity participation by social class may, there-
fore, be a “lower bounds” on the inequality that actually
exists in participation in extracurricular activities as the field
of out-of-school, pay-to-play activities is arguably large,
growing, and fraught with more inequality. Second, the
MTF data began to include eighth and tenth graders only in
1991. However, studies indicate that the ramp-up in extra-
curricular activity participation began before this, in the
1980s (Levey-Friedman 2013). Therefore, to the degree that
intensified extracurricular participation meant that youth
began to participate at earlier ages, the MTF data foreclose
the opportunity to look at younger children farther back in
time. Still, we believe the MTF data provides the longest
historical swath of data on participation in extracurricular
activities—now over a quarter of a century.

Conclusion

This study offers new, nationally representative information
on differences in participation in school-based extra-
curricular activities, trends in these differences, and links to

youth well-being. Findings indicate that the middle- and
upper-class advantage identified by others in out-of-school
participation exists in what should be the more democratic
and accessible setting of school-based extracurricular
activities. Furthermore, the disadvantage to those without a
college-educated parent has grown over time. Findings also
show that girls are doing as well or better than boys
in terms of school-based extracurricular activity participa-
tion and any male advantage in the earlier years of the study
has dissipated over time. Finally, this study finds persistent
links between participating in school-based activities and
better grades in school, higher expectations for college
graduation, and lower odds of smoking cigarettes or mar-
ijuana. This indicates that even in a context where some
school-based activities are being replaced by, or face
competition from out-of-school activities, participation in
school-based sport and non-sport activities still has
a role to play in promoting positive well-being among
youth. If participation in extracurricular activities is a bar-
ometer for how the U.S. is doing as a nation in providing
youth equal access and opportunities to compete in impor-
tant arenas of achievement that promote their well-being,
these results suggest an unfavorable forecast for class-based
equality.
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