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Introduction
Within the comprehensive public school system, high school is the final opportunity for educators to engage students in their learning and prepare them for productive citizenship. High school educators have to help provide a 21st century workforce that meets the demands of colleges and employers, while trying to close the achievement gap between the “haves” and “have-nots.” Recent studies indicate that:
· Nearly 3 out of every 10 students in America’s public schools still fail to earn a diploma (Education Week, June 7, 2011)
· Most non-graduates are members of disadvantaged minority groups. They are also more likely to have attended schools in large, urban districts and come from communities plagued by severe poverty and economic hardship (Education Week, June 7, 2011)
· Many students enter postsecondary education needing remedial coursework (U.S. Department of Education, NCES, 2004)

· Many high school graduates do not meet employers’ standards in a variety of academic areas, as well as in skills such as teamwork, collaboration, and work habits (Achieve, Inc., 2005)

How can we alleviate these challenges and help to assure that high school students are put on the road to a productive life? In 2007, the Time, Learning, and Afterschool Task Force emphasized in the article “A New Day for Learning” that students learn all day and not just during normal school hours. To meet the many global and technology challenges of the 21st century, the task force encouraged schools and their associated afterschool programs to develop comprehensive, integrated learning approaches which value the distinct experiences that diverse stakeholders provide for students. The task force’s call-to-action reflects the emerging need to develop seamless learning systems, incorporating the best elements of day school education with successful after school activities.
At the same time, there is strong debate currently over whether the use of 21st CCLC funds should be permitted to extend the formal school day. Some providers of youth services have argued strongly for it, and others against it. The truth of the matter is – despite the differentiated opinions on the value of “expanded learning time” or “extended learning time;” schools and after school programs all share a common purpose – to prepare our students with the knowledge and skills necessary to thrive in the 21st century; and each of them processes distinct credentials and capabilities that call for them to work together in achieving this goal. Findings from the California Statewide Evaluation (Huang & Wang, 2012) suggest some important ways in which school and afterschool providers (can and should marshal their collective expertise to benefit high school students.
How Schools and After School Programs can Complement Each Other
In the 21st century, there is much more to success than solely academic excellence, and schools alone cannot be held entirely responsible for preparing students for success in college, work, and life. Moreover, while research supports the value of parent involvement and community partnerships for student learning, in most communities, and especially poor, disadvantaged neighborhoods, there are real disconnects between the families, communities, and schools. For example, a MetLife
 survey found that teachers and principals identified their interactions with parents as a significant source of stress and anxiety, and 45% of new principals expressed a lack of confidence to work effectively with community members or organizations.
Evidence of Success
As evidenced in the California Statewide Evaluation of ASSETs programs (Huang & Wang, 2012), high quality after school programs work to engage students and meet their intellectual, social, and emotional needs. Many programs also offer unique mentoring programming that allow high school students to learn real-world skills through club like activities, apprenticeships, internships, community service opportunities, etc. Study findings indicate that in comparison to their propensity-matched counterparts, participants in ASSETs programs:
Academic Outcomes

· attended schools more regularly,

· have higher graduation rates,
· higher CELDT scores

· higher CST scores, and
· higher pass rate for the CASHEE examination.

Behavioral Outcomes

· Students in programs that were rated high in quality features of youth development had higher perceived academic competence, socio-emotional competence, future aspirations, and life skills.

· ASSETs participants performed better than non-participants in all of the Physical Fitness indices.
· Frequent ASSETs participants were found to be less likely to be suspended at schools than the non-participants.

Additionally, ASSETs students expressed during the focus groups that the knowledge and skills they developed in the after school programs helped them to improve their school work, and helped prepare them for college and employment.
Lessons Learned for Keeping High School Students on Track
In a study (Cohen, 2001) it is found that 40% of high school students were just going through the motions at school, with more than one-third of the students saying they got through the school day “goofing off” without trying hard nor paying attention in class. Trying to engage disadvantaged adolescents to learn in high school can be very difficult, a National Research Council report (2003) on U.S. high school students' motivation to learn asserts that engagement results only when:

· Challenging but attainable academic standards are enforced;
· Student interaction with adults is encouraged and sustained;
· Curriculum is meaningful and relevant to the students;
· Students perceived a clear connection between what they learn and its application in the real world.
The report further emphasized that students’ lives are complex, and high schools operate within a socio-historical, economic, political, and community context; therefore, successful implementation of engaging high school programs is dependent upon finding an effective solution in which all of these influences coalesce. The ASSETS evaluation reveals some of the successful strategies. The following are some practical examples extracted from the study.
How do high quality ASSETs programs keep kids engaged after school?

The ASSETs statewide evaluation report echoed the findings that the neighborhood and community context played an important role in affecting ASSETs students’ outcomes. High quality ASSETs programs took consideration of the neighborhood environments and resources in setting program goals for their students. They engaged students by demonstrating the element of fun in the activities, related the activities to the students’ experiences, and provided the students with opportunities for decision making and leadership (by involving students in planning for programming activities). As an example, one program trained students to be leaders of their peers for future programs; so that students’ voices are heard and incorporated into the decision making process. By ensuring that the students feel important, appreciated, and successful, their sense of belonging in the program was strengthened. When the day school curriculum is tied to the after school activities, their sense of belonging to the school is also strengthened.
How do high quality ASSETs programs collaborate with the high school to improve student learning?

Strengthening collaborations between school and after school programs can improve student learning and aspirations. In one of the ASSETs programs visited, the site coordinator invited the principal to volunteer in the after school program. This resulted not only in the principal learning more about the program, but he also got to know the students and their families on a more personal level, and improved the school climate. The positive relationship between the school and the program also resulted in more data sharing and co-ordination of the curriculum, such as lessons learned at school being extended into related fieldtrips or apprenticeships during the after school hours.
Many school districts are now implementing after school programs at their school sites, policies and legislatures may encourage collaborations between school and after school programs so that students’ learning experiences in both settings can be connected. At the same time, data gathered from the study also documented that shared professional development between day school staff and after school staff not only offered opportunities for relationship building but encouraged collaborations among day and after school staff as well. Together, the school and after school were able to join forces to combat against the following:
The achievement gap. One major difference between the students from more affluent and more disadvantage neighborhoods experienced was the opportunity for extracurricular activities. Researchers have identified that extra-curricular activities help foster students’ social and cognitive skills (Darling, Caldwell, & Smith, 2005). These activities are seen as opportunities for academically gifted students to excel beyond the school curriculum, for academically challenged students to achieve more within the school setting, and as ways of creating a sense of shared community within schools (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003). Similarly, the statewide evaluation reveals that high quality ASSETs programs provide participants with recreational, academic, and development opportunities that supplement the education provided in a typical school day. Students in these programs may receive homework help after the school day ends and they may participate in a different activity such as art, dance, athletics, or apprenticeship in a small business enterprise. These ample academic and non-academic activities, especially when they are aligned with day school curriculum, can improve students' academic achievement indirectly.
School drop out. For disadvantaged youths, the aspiration to finish high school and go on to college require both tangible supports (such as remedial classes, college counseling) and social, environmental supports (such as a positive social norm, expectation for success, positive relationships, leadership opportunities). It is suggested that in high schools many students did not receive appropriate counseling in course selection and spent time on fragmented learning with a different teacher for each subject. Consequently, the curriculum did not appear to be useful or meaningful to them (Simmons, 2011). In high quality ASSETs programs, data showed that the goal for students to complete their high school and post secondary education is woven into many aspects of the program activities. Not only is the importance and expectation for graduation and post secondary education emphasized by almost all ASSETs staff consistently, the social norm in these programs reinforces the idea that education is important and the students are capable of succeeding. Their integrated approach that blends social support with academic experience (such as offering tutoring, remedial classes, CASHEE prep) holds promise. Once educators are able to put value back into the learning process and streamline support to where the students need assistance most, this will facilitate students’ reconnection to the educational pipeline and future successes.
Credit recovery. Credit attainment and recovery are predictors of future success in high school, college, and career. Students who struggle with passing courses or earning insufficient credits are at higher risk of dropping out and not going to college (Watson & Gemin, 2008). Although there are many remedies such as summer classes, crunch sessions, evening classes, and on-line instruction available to help students attain and recover credits, after school programs may hold certain advantages for students’ credit attainment and credit recovery over the day school. Through partnerships with community based organizations, afterschool programs can reach and connect with the students whom become disengaged with traditional education and authorities. Research studies have indicated that after school programs are better at engaging disconnected students through hands-on learning and to personalize instructions with a student-centered approach (Afterschool Alliance, 2007).
In one of the ASSETs programs, the after school program set up a mixture of enrichments such as clubs and sports that are catered to the students’ interest (e.g. digital media, performing arts, culinary arts) together with academic support like tutoring, CASHEE prep, and credit recovery. Students whom are drawn into the after school programs by the activities developed positive relationships with the adult mentors. Under the social norm of high expectation for student success and achievement, students are urged by their mentors to complete high school and aspire for their future. Consequently, many students accepted the tutorial help, earned back their credits through credit recovery, and the high school experienced an increase on its on-time graduation rates.
How do high quality ASSETs programs mobilize community partnership?

ASSETs students comes from many different home environments (some are from family agencies and/or child protective services, foster homes, supportive families, single parent families, neglect and/or abusive families, etc.), parents from different home environments have differentiated communication styles with which the after school staff have to adapt to. While overwhelming, successes in bringing parents’ voices into the program have many beneficial effects to the students. Several recent intervention studies with parenting component demonstrated the immediate and long-term protective effects on parent-child connectedness, and it is important for the adolescents to perceive this connectedness (DeVore & Ginsberg, 2005). Anticipating the value of parental involvement, most of the ASSETs staff were able to invite parents to share student progress and successes, and develop consensus with parent on disciplinary issues, though this form of parent involvement may be more psychological (emotional support) than physical (volunteering, attending events), the key point is that it is perceived by the students and the other stakeholders, and these perceptions may create a whole different set of positive.

Other than adapting to the parents’ communication styles, some of the ASSETs staff also share the same mother language with the students’ families and were able to act as translators and interpreters for school documents. These informal communications, and the nurturing ways that the staff worked with their children were appreciated by many parents. These tiny gestures often served as pathways that connect the parents to the programs.

As important as connection with families, through partnerships with community based organizations, corporate and foundation donors, community-based organizations, philanthropic organizations, institutions of higher education, and business community, after school programs can play key roles in preparing high school students for college, work, and careers. A report released in 2006 by The Conference Board (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006) stated that these entities in collaboration can offer a variety of opportunities to develop the work skills of high school students through internship, summer jobs, work-study programs, job shadowing, mentoring, volunteer community work, etc. Through these experiences, students can use and develop necessary technology skills, enhance their cross-cultural and global world views, and develop leadership and civic responsibilities. Depending on the students’ interests and needs, ASSETs program directors often reached out into their communities and other related corporate institution to lobby and recruit necessary intellectual and physical resources. Following are a couple of examples.
Close technology divides. In the past, the digital divide has been primarily expressed as a gap between those who have access to internet and those who do not (Rohde & Shapiro, 2000). In recent years, while statistics show that this access gap is rapidly narrowing, from increased numbers of connected computers in homes (Jacobs, February 10, 2000), to increased numbers of community centers and libraries offering local access points (Bertot & McClure, 2000), other critical gaps still remain. As quoted in the 2011 edition of the NMC Horizon Report
, "The digital divide, once seen as a factor of equipment, is now seen as a factor of education: Those who have the opportunity to learn technology skills are in a better position to obtain and make use of technology than those who do not" (Johnson, Adams, & Haywood, 2011, p. 4).
Media Arts. In the 21st century, digital knowledge means knowing how to leverage digital tools to express ideas, reach a wider audience, and engages with diverse people and ideas from around the world. In one of the ASSETs programs, the students participated in a digital storytelling project. The project was created through joint efforts of the after school program and volunteers from a nearby technology corporation. Through the project the students not only learned the media skills that are necessary to produce the digital story, launch the project on to the web, and invite “others” to participate in the story telling; they also learned how to combine image, sound, and text into personally meaningful multi-media narratives that are shared with “others”.

CyberPatriot. CyberPatriot is the Air Force Association’s education initiative geared toward students interested about careers in science, technology, engineering, math, and toward instilling cyber responsibility in today’s youth. Created in 2008, it is the first-ever cyber defense competition designed for high school students. One of the ASSETs grantee is able to apply and lock into this opportunity offered by the Navy. Ever since then, this program has become a popular opportunity for this grantee’s students to exercise civic responsibility while learning how to fight cyber crime and computer-related attacks. Other civic programs this grantee offered through collaborations with other community members include “Kick Butts Day”, a smoking cessation campaign; Denim Day, a campaign against domestic and sexual violence; and community service days. These types of real-world learning help keep students engaged in school and provide them with marketable skills for their future in the workforce.
How do high quality ASSETs programs prepare students for college and work?

In high schools, educators should encourage every student to achieve an education that meets up to his or her potential. In order to accomplish this, school counseling must become a core service that public schools provide, especially in the neediest school districts. However, the current statistic is far from satisfactory. Nationwide, K-12 school counselors serve an average of approximately 460 students. In larger school districts, this ratio can rise to more than 700 students per counselor. Data showed that only 21 percent of public high schools have a dedicated college-counseling position, compared with 77 percent of private schools (Simmons, 2011). This is when the community partnership and after school programs can come into assistance.
A few of the ASSETs grantees from school districts partnered with a community project which is an inter-segmental program that is co-sponsored by the University of California Office of the President and the California Community College Chancellors’ Office. The project model is designed to address the low rate of academic achievement among Mexican American and Latino students. It consists of three interrelated components: writing, counseling, and mentoring. Team partners-consists of an instructor and a counselor at each high school site. The assigned instructors work with high school students to develop their writing skills. The assigned counselors work closely with students to help them identify career goals, develop short- and long-term education plans, and navigate their preparation for and application to four-year colleges and universities. Counselors also arrange visits to college campuses and informational field trips. Finally, the mentoring component provides structured volunteer mentoring activities in which students examine and discuss the concepts of mentoring and community. Through these activities, students are exposed to diverse professional and cultural community environments. Partnership with this type of partners can provide students with the personalize experiences that they need.
In summary, when school, after school, and the community work together to provide intentional and embedded learning experiences for students; the students are exposed to creative learning styles in relaxed settings that provided them with the autonomy and motivation to explore topics of interest that are meaningful to them. Disenchanted students are thus able to re-engage themselves through these disguised academic learning that now becomes interesting to them and improve their academic motivation, school attendance, and school performance (Decker & Decker, 2000).
Policy Recommendations

· Create additional support for projects that create strong partnerships among school- after school –higher education institute-and community base organization programs.

· Set up initiatives to promote alignment between school and after school programs so that they can function as one cohesive unit across the school hours.

· In addition to traditional academic instruction, initiatives for after school programs should always include a rich mix of extra-curricular activities including physical fitness, sports, recreation, science, and service-learning that are driven by students’ interest.
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