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Out-of-School Time and Youth Development: 
Measuring Social-Emotional Development to 
Inform Program Practice

Gil Noam & Bailey Triggs

Introduction

There are as many opinions about the role of youth development programs that oper-
ate outside of school as there are names for it: after-school, extended day, extended 
time education, expanded learning, free-standing programs, and out-of-school time 
(OST) are a few of the most popular terms for this valuable youth development 
time. (For the purposes of this chapter, we’ll refer to this time as OST.) While there 
continues to be a rich, interesting debate about the role of OST across the world – is 
it supplementary, or in the case of educational gaps, compensatory to the existing 
in-school educational curricula or should it consist of free-standing programs that 
operate independently of the country’s school system? – this piece will leave the 
debate over OST’s relationship with formal education systems to others. Instead, we 
will focus on questions central to our work: How can we measure the impact OST 
programs has on youth development outcomes and how can we use those outcomes 
to better inform OST programming in a way that will benefit the youth the program 
is currently serving, not only future participants years down the line?

With all the expectations put on OST, we argue for focus on youth development 
as a core component of a successful OST program based on ample research that 
shows OST plays an important role in youth development and that impact often ex-
tends to in-school performance (Cooper, Valentine, Nye, & Lindsay, 1999; Darling, 
2005; Fredericks & Eccles, 2006). A meta-analysis of OST programs in the United 
States showed that participants in programs that addressed personal and social skills 
demonstrated significant increases in their self-perceptions and bonding to school, 
positive social behaviors, school grades and levels of academic achievement, and a 
significant reduction in problem behaviors (Joseph A. Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 
2010). Given this research support, the measurement of youth outcomes is becoming 
a growing priority in the field of OST. While programs and systems may cite a va-
riety of reasons for measuring youth social-emotional skills and beliefs, a review of 
the literature around expanded learning systems grouped these reasons into three cat-
egories: policy supports, program improvement, and evidence (Moroney, Newman, 
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Smith, McGovern, & Yohalem, 2014). While limited funding for OST programs in 
the U.S. allows government and private funders to exert additional pressure on pro-
grams to connect their work with measurable outcomes, we believe this interest in 
connecting youth developmental outcomes with OST program quality is applicable 
to an international audience. 

Connecting OST to youth development: The Clover Model

OST has a distinctive role to play in youth development that gives it a pedagogic 
value distinct from in-school education. For the purposes of this paper, in-school 
education refers to formal, curricula-based education that is focused on academic 
outcomes. OST is the incubator of new practices and new testing grounds and thrives 
in a low accountability and low threat environment. While the structure of OST 
programs lends itself naturally to fostering positive relationships between adults and 
youth and other factors that lead to positive youth outcomes (J. A. Durlak & Weiss-
berg, 2007; Rhodes, 2004), we believe OST programs would benefit from a more 
intentional connection between research on OST outcomes and youth development 
theory. In this section we will give an example of how theory can connect to and 
inform practice in OST. 

Our developmental process theory (DPT), called “The Clover Model of Youth 
Development” (Figure 1) interconnects adolescent psychopathology with so-
cial-emotional development and resilience, reframing problem behaviors as devel-
opmental imbalances and defining resiliency as balanced social-emotional develop-
ment (Malti & Noam, 2008, 2009, 2016; Noam, 1996; Noam & Triggs, 2016).

Figure 1. The Clover Model of Youth Development

The Clover Model was developed based on two decades of comparative research 
of various child and adolescent developmental models. It incorporates attachment, 
functionalist, and social-cognitive developmental theory from Bowlby, Erikson and 
Piaget as it is applied to risk and resilience and normative development (Bowlby, 
1969; Erikson, 1950; Piaget, 1954). For more information on the process of 
developing the Clover Model, Noam, Malti, and Karcher present a summary of this 
comparative research (Noam, Malti, & Karcher, 2013). The goal in the development 



G. Noam & B. Triggs: Out-of-School Time and Youth Development 49

of the Clover Model was to seek the minimum dimensions necessary to understand 
the needs and desires of children and adolescents and to provide them with the right 
support and learning opportunities that engage and satisfy these needs.

Tested and refined through clinical and classroom observations, the Clover Mod-
el is defined by four domains or “leaves,” each reflecting a particular kind of de-
velopment (Malti & Noam, 2009). These leaves represent four key components of 
healthy adolescent development: active engagement, assertiveness, belonging, and 
reflection. We use the image of a clover and call these dimensions and their inter-
actions “leaves” because they do not follow each other sequentially, but are each 
present at all points of development. The leaves are not distinct entities; rather, they 
overlap like a Venn diagram. Active engagement represents the desire to actively 
and physically engage with the world through the body; assertiveness represents the 
development of a voice and desire to express wants and needs; belonging represents 
a desire to build a connection with peers and adults; and reflection represents a desire 
for self-reflection and identity exploration. 

While all leaves are present throughout development, there are key times of spe-
cialization in each leaf based on the youth’s developmental progress. Connection to 
the physical world through active engagement begins at birth and remains the dom-
inant focus through age 5. In middle childhood (ages 6–10), assertiveness begins to 
take prominence, with youth learning how to assert their own voice and autonomy in 
relationships. In early adolescence (ages 11–15), the belonging leaf becomes a major 
focus of energy when youth strive to make friends, explore various identities and per-
sonas and try to find where they fit in relation to others. Moving into full adolescence 
(age 16 and beyond), the focus often turns inward toward reflection and includes an 
increased interest in meaning-making, observation, insight, and self-awareness. 

In addition to describing aspects of youth development individually, the Clover 
Model leaves also work in conjunction as “partner leaves” help youth who are overly 
specialized in one or more Clover domains to find balance. The Clover Model do-
mains can also be divided into internalizing and externalizing hemispheres (Noam, 
Malti, & Guhn, 2012). Active engagement and assertiveness deal with what we call 
“externalizing” behaviors and cognitions: thoughts and behaviors that are not only 
observable to the outside world, but are in fact directed from the individual toward 
the outside world. For example, active engagement behaviors would include phys-
ical activity (seen as disruptive classroom behavior when negatively expressed) 
and assertiveness would include speaking your mind and presenting options (seen 
as argumentativeness or opposition to authority when negatively expressed). The 
belonging and reflection leaves describe “internalizing” behaviors and cognitions: 
thoughts and behaviors that are directed within a person and not necessarily obvious 
to the outside world. Feeling like you belong in a group or pondering the meaning 
of the world are activities that happen within a youth’s head and are more difficult to 
see from the outside. Internalizing struggles can be just as harmful to young people 
as the externalizing behaviors of acting out and arguing, but are more likely to go 
untreated and unresolved because they are not as evident to those working with the 
youth. 

The Clover Model was designed not only to explain youth behavior in terms 
of developmental process, but also to be applied as a guide for those working with 
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youth to better understand what approaches and practices will best suit the devel-
opmental needs of a particular youth. To this end, the model encourages facilita-
tors to use youth’s strengths in a particular domain to cultivate their less developed 
competencies and in turn, to enhance their overall balance. For example, instead of 
focusing on managing the behavior of those with strengths in active engagement to 
be less active, the Clover Model encourages the support of a youth’s innate strengths 
by allowing for activities that include physical movement that also include work 
on self-regulation and reflection on their actions. Working to maintain a balanced 
Clover is important for the development of social-emotional competencies, which 
are linked to academic success, positive peer and adult relationships, and mental 
health (Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, Hertzman, & Zumbo, 2014; Ursache, Blair, &  
Raver, 2012). 

Measuring Youth Development:  
The Holistic Student Assessment

Research has found that developmentally-sensitive assessments can improve the 
use of intervention strategies that fit the developmental needs of children and ad-
olescents (Malti, Chaparro, Zuffianò, & Colasante, 2016; Weisz, 1997). While the 
Clover Model can serve as a framework for OST facilitators to better understand the 
developmental needs of the youth they serve, observation of behaviors alone is often 
insufficient in identifying social-emotional needs, particularly for youth who deal 
with more internalizing challenges. The use of a psychometrically strong data-creat-
ing tool is an important step to identify the social-emotional needs of young people 
for specific prevention practices (Malti, Zuffianò, & Noam, 2017). In addition to 
collecting individual data, systematic assessments can also provide information on 
strengths of a diverse group of children in a classroom (or an entire community) that 
might not be easily detected without a data-driven approach. In this section, we will 
discuss how an assessment tool based on a youth development model can provide 
data to drive decision-making within OST programs.

The impetus for the development of the Holistic Student Assessment (HSA), a 
youth social-emotional self-report tool, was the recognition that traditional psycho-
logical assessments were often focused on risk factors in youth such as depression, 
aggression, and anxiety. While these risk factors are important, they often neglect 
contextual risk factors and the existence of supportive relationships in relation to 
individual development and risks (Malti, Liu, & Noam, 2010). The theoretical start-
ing point for the HSA is the Clover Model of Youth Development (Malti & Noam, 
2009). It is based on previous research and on the Resilience Inventory developed by 
Noam and Goldstein (1998) and Song (2003). The HSA measures resiliencies that 
align with Clover’s four leaves (see Table 1).
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Table 1. HSA Subscales as Applied to The Clover Model

Clover Model HSA Subscale Definition Sample Item

Active 
Engagement

Action Orientation Engagement in physical and 
hands-on activities.

I like being physically active 
and moving my body.

Emotion Control Self-regulation of distress and 
management of anger.

I react to things so quickly I get 
in trouble.

Assertiveness Assertiveness Confidence in putting oneself 
forward and standing up for what 
one believes.

I defend myself against unfair 
rules.

Belonging Empathy Recognition of other’s feelings 
and experiences.

I like to help people with their 
problems.

Trust Perception of other people as 
helpful and trustworthy.

I trust other people.

Reflection Reflection Inner thought processes and 
self-awareness, and internal 
responsiveness toward broader 
societal issues.

I try to understand the world 
I live in.

Optimism Enthusiasm for and hopefulness 
about one’s life.

I have more good times than 
bad times.

In 2012, the HSA’s psychometric properties were evaluated and the results of that 
study lent empirical support to the HSA as a valid measure of children’s and adoles-
cents’ resiliencies (Noam et al., 2012).

HSA Data Analysis and Reporting

The Clover Model portion of the HSA is 28 questions that can be completed at the 
beginning of any OST program. Collected data can be analyzed and returned to a 
program in as little as a few days so that programs can get a sense of the social-emo-
tional strengths and challenges of their participants at the beginning of the program. In 
addition to a basis in the Clover Model, HSA results are mapped to a three-tier inter-
vention pyramid that is based on the public health model (Frieden, 2010) that has been 
adapted by educators to determine the support need of a school or OST population 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2010). The pyramid provides a simple way to display 
the level of intervention each participant in a program may need, with those in the top 
smallest percent of the pyramid requiring the highest support need and the larger base 
of the pyramid benefiting from activities that promote social-emotional competencies 
throughout the program. The support need pyramid is the basis for how we organize 
and report individual HSA data to OST programs and is the primary indicator for as-
sessing which youth need additional support. Placement on the pyramid is determined 
by the youth’s strengths and challenges as self-reported in the HSA when their respons-
es are normed against our database of students of similar age and gender. After data 
collection and processing, the results of the HSA were shared with OST providers via 
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individual “HSA Portraits” (see Figure 2) and an interactive Excel-based “HSA Dash-
board” as part of the data interpretation session (see Figure 3). 

Figure 2. Sample HSA Individual Portrait

Figure 3. Sample HSA Dashboard cover page
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The information provided by the HSA is intentionally designed to be simple for 
OST providers to use and interpret. In addition to data reporting at the individual 
and group levels, considerable training support is provided by The PEAR Institute’s 
research and coaching staff to support the survey administration and interpretation. 
By being able to review participant data at the individual and group levels, OST 
providers can make more informed decisions on how to mentor and support individ-
ual students as well as make decisions about which interventions and activities may 
benefit the larger group. 

Moving from Data to Action: Intervention Groups and  
Professional Development

Now that we’ve traced the connection from how a youth development theory can in-
form a social-emotional assessment for OST programs, we must address the question 
of how to use those outcomes to better inform OST programming in a way that will 
benefit the youth the program is currently serving. A shift in how data is viewed by 
OST programs, networks, and funders is an important first step. With student self-re-
port data available at the start of the program, OST providers will have important 
information they can use to make decisions about how to modify or increase pro-
gramming to better meet the needs of their current participants. In this section we’d 
like to share an example of how youth development theory-based curricula can be 
used by a program in direct response to student need as expressed by data collected 
from the HSA. 

To more fully support the Clover Model framework and the HSA, The PEAR In-
stitute developed five small-group curricula that are tailored to each of the potential 
Clover Model imbalanced described by the model and identified by the HSA. These 
Clover Groups were initially designed for youth who demonstrated an imbalance in 
their Clover who could benefit from a small group intervention that supported their 
strengths while addressing their challenges. These groups can also be expanded to 
benefit a general population, as developing social-emotional competencies is impor-
tant and beneficial for all youth (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). 
The overarching goals of these groups are to:

 ●  Build youth’s social-emotional competencies with an emphasis on active en-
gagement, assertiveness, belonging and reflection 

 ●  Prevent the development of problem behaviors by increasing youth’s competen-
cies and positive relationships with adults

 ●   Support youth’s ability to thrive in their academic and social environment

For more information on focus of each of the five Clover Groups, see Table 2.
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Table 2. Clover Groups Descriptions

Clover Model Clover Group Description

Active Engagement Ready, Set, Action This group engages youth by capitalizing on their natural 
desire to be moving, utilizing hands-on activities to help youth 
reflect, improve concentration, and control impulses. Each 
activity can be facilitated to help students feel part of a caring 
community, express themselves productively, and understand 
the importance of reflection in acquiring new knowledge.

Assertiveness Photo Justice This group engages natural leaders who can speak their minds 
and act autonomously, but at times struggle to express their 
ideas in productive ways. It provides a forum where young 
people‘s passions and opinions can be channeled through 
a positive form of expression. It encourages individual and 
collective voice and empowerment through photography. 

Belonging StrongLinks – 
Female 

This group is designed for females who have a strong focus on 
social connection and relationships, but are sometimes at risk 
of sacrificing self-expression. Activities include expressive arts 
and reflective projects including journaling, media literacy, 
and arts and crafts. It provides adolescent girls opportunities 
for safe expression of ideas, values, and beliefs while 
connecting with peers. 

StrongLinks– 
Male

This group is designed for males who have a strong focus on 
social connection and relationships, but are sometimes at 
risk of sacrificing self-expression. The group activities allow 
adolescent boys to assert their own individuality and voice 
through drumming, drama, and journaling. 

Reflection Reflections This group (currently in development) is designed for youth 
who are overly specialized in reflection, thinking, and 
perfectionism. It will focus on digital storytelling, building on 
students’ interests in biography, self and identity.

Successfully implementing these groups, which typically run for 12 sessions for 
50 minutes a session, requires two facilitators who have experience in youth devel-
opment, mental health, or education that have been trained in the Clover Model and 
group facilitation. To help support programs that are interested in running a Clover 
Group, The PEAR Institute has created a Clover Group certification program that in-
cludes orientation around the Clover Model, peer coaching around group facilitation 
best practices, and video or in-person observation and feedback. Once a participant 
completes the Clover Group certification process, they will be able to facilitate their 
own groups and coach other facilitators. By using this model of training-the-trainer, 
we are able to spread capacity across OST programs while uniting each program 
around a common language and understanding of youth development. 
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Conclusion

While this chapter focuses specifically on our work in OST youth development, it 
does so to highlight the life cycle of a youth development theory as it moves from 
a model to an assessment to practice. The value of this process is that it unites a 
program or a network of programs with a common language and understanding. By 
identifying a unifying framework, or a common language to communicate learning 
goals, programs and networks will be better informed when selecting which data col-
lection tools to use to measure the progress of their programs and participants. It is 
also important to shift the perspective on data collection in OST to embrace a system 
that not only informs on past success and challenges, but that serves as an integral 
part of a program from its very beginning. This new approach to data will allow pro-
grams to know every child at the beginning of the year, build stronger relationships, 
and increase student engagement in the program from the start. Rapid analysis and 
reporting of data at the beginning of programming would also provide information 
that could lead to changes in activity planning or execution of the program while the 
youth is still participating and could benefit from the changes.

If OST programs agree to adopt a common framework and set of tools around 
youth development, the next step to support these efforts is the development of a 
shared data system where programs can access this wealth of shared data. To this 
end, The PEAR Institute, with support from the Noyce Foundation, is developing a 
data system that will provide organizations with access to a variety of survey tools, 
as well as fully analyzed data reports and program improvement recommendations. 
This data system will translate youth social-emotional data in a common vocabu-
lary within and between organizations, including comparisons based on an extensive 
de-identified database of youth participating in OST across the U.S., and ultimate-
ly our hope is that it will support international comparisons as well. Interventions 
and other practice recommendations would be included and linked to the data in an  
ever-evolving collection of best practices from OST programs in an ever-expanding 
network of collaboration. Developing such a system will undoubtedly come with 
a set of challenges including the difficulty of agreeing on tools, concerns around 
privacy, negative thinking around assessment, and feelings of competition among or-
ganizations. However, there is a great opportunity for OST providers and supporters 
to unite around sharing best practices, reduce staff time with efficient data collection 
tools, inform on national policy, and serve as the model for using data to drive qual-
ity improvement and youth developmental outcomes in the OST field.
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