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Introduction 
Youth living in inner city environments are constantly bombarded with negative 
influences such as violent crime, child abuse, and drugs. Poverty underlies many of these 
negative influences. As a result, many of the inner-city youth grow up feeling helpless to 
change their circumstance and hopelessness with regard to future prospects (Lerner, 1995). 
The challenge for community agencies is to find ways to help ameliorate the impact of 
these negative influences (risk factors) by identifying programs and program elements 
which can either overcome specific risks or protect children and families from the 
negative consequences of growing up in high risk environments. Several researchers 
have suggested that recreation has a role in meeting this challenge (Allen & Gibson, 
1987; Posner & Vandell, 1994; Witt & Crompton, 1996). 

Despite the many efforts to organize recreation programs in inner city environments, park 
and recreation departments have not been fully recognized as primary agencies which 
can help reduce risk behaviors being engaged by inner-city community residents. One 
reason agencies have not been given full credit for their efforts is the lack of research 
demonstrating a relationship between participation in recreation programs and resiliency: 
i.e., the "capacity for successful adaptation, positive functioning, or competence, (Masten, 
Best, & Garmezy, 1991) despite high-risk status, chronic stress, or following severe 
trauma" (Egeland, Carlson, & Stroufe, 1993, p. 517). Thus, attention is shifted from the 
study of the risks to which children are exposed to the protective mechanisms and the 
process of negotiating risk situations. Psychopathology literature has begun to focus on 
identifying protective factors that can "modify, ameliorate, or alter a person's response 
to some environmental hazard that predisposes them to a maladaptive outcome" (Rutter, 
1990, p. 600). Increasing protective factors is seen as a means of helping children 
develop resilience. However, it is not clear whether recreation programs play a role in 
developing participants' protective factors. 

Currently, National Recreation and Parks Association is purporting the benefits of 
recreation services. Moreover, the research has perpetuated the notion that youth without 
structured activities are more prone to criminal activities. Since from three to six o'clock 
has been identified as one of the primary periods when children tend to be unsupervised 
and exposed to opportunities and circumstances that can lead to negative or delinquent 
behaviors (Carnegie Corporation, 1994; Posner & Vandell, 1994), developing appropriate 
after-school programs seems critical. The purpose of this study was to determine the 
impact of youths participation in a teen center operated by a municipal parks and 
recreation department. Based on the goals of the teen center, it was hypothesized that the 
regular teen center participants would have a greater increase in measures of self-esteem, 
protective factors, and fewer stressful life events than new participants. Moreover, both 
participant groups would have a greater increase than a matching group of non-
participants. 

Methods 



Subjects were four hundred and sixty adolescent boys and girls, ages nine to twenty-one, 
in three groups: (1) regular teen center participants (n =81); (2) new teen center 
participants (n = 199); and (3) non-participants: a matching cohort group from local 
middle and high schools who had never participated at 
the teen center (n= 180). Teen center programs included teen council, gang prevention, 
break dancing, basketball, and drama. 

Data was collected from the spring of 1997 through the fall of 1997 using a pre/posttest 
design. All test and control group subjects completed a parental consent form and survey 
instrument which included measures of protective factors (Witt, Baker, & Scott, 1996), 
stressful life events (Pryor-Brown & Cowen, 1989), and self-perception (Harter, 1988). 

Results 
Post-tests were conducted four months after the completion of a pre-test. The response 
rate for new participants was low (48/199 = 24%). Considerable efforts were made to 
contact new participants to complete the post-test. However, due to the nature of drop-in 
teen centers, many of the new participants did not return to the center after their first visit 
and would not respond to phone solicitations to return to the center to complete the post-
test survey. The response rates for regular participants (57/81 = 70%) and non-participants 
(130/180 = 73%) were much higher. To test non-response bias of new participants, 
demographic comparisons were conducted of those that dropped out and those who 
responded. There was no significant variation by gender, age or ethnicity. Due to the 
violations in the assumptions of ANOVA (different n-sizes and variations), the decision 
was made to use a non-parametric alternative (Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA). 

White was the largest ethnic group represented in non-participant (68.5%) and new 
participant categories (59.7%). Hispanic was the largest ethnic group represented in the 
regular participant category (41.6%). Overall, ages ranged from 9 years old to 21 years 
old. New participants tended to be younger (median = 14 years old) than non-participants 
(median= 15 years) and regular participants (median= 15 years). 

Protective Factors 
Subscale change scores were computed for the ten protective factor subscales 
(neighborhood resources; sense of acceptance/ belonging; interested caring adults; 
models for conventional behavior, ability to work with others; ability to work out 
conflicts; positive attitude toward the future; value on achievement, high controls against 
deviant behavior, and liking/ perceived competence) for each participant who completed a 
pretest, post-test, and parental consent. Significant differences between all three groups 
were found for the overall protective factors scale and for three subscales (neighborhood 
resources (x2(2) = 6.97), models for conventional behavior (x2(2) = 6.85), and 
liking/perceived competence (%2(2) = 7.22)) in the hypothesized order: regular 
participants > new participants > non-participants. 

Stressful Life Events 
Stressful Life Events Scale responses were summated to create a total score for each life 
event. There were 26 events listed on the scale. Stressful life events were measured for 
two time period, from twelve months prior to survey to pretest, and from pre-test to post-
test (four months). New participants and regular participants experienced more stressful 



life events 12 months prior to the study than non-participants (x2(2) = 12.64). New 
participants and regular participants stressful life events decreased from pretest to post-test 
(%2(2) = 27.87), while non-participants rates of stressful life events stayed about the same. 
Self-Perception 
Subscale change scores were computed for each SPP subscale for participants who 
completed a pretest, post-test, and parental consent form. Non-participants measures of 
self-esteem were higher than those of the other two groups on two sub-scales: scholastic 
competence (y.2(2) = 21.86), and social acceptance OC2(2) = 22.64). However, regular 
program participants scored significantly higher than new-participant groups on: global 
self-worth (x2(2) = 30.05) and behavioral conduct (%2(2)•= 19.93). 

Discussion 
The results of this study suggest that teen center participation had a positive impact on 
participants. The results suggest that structured activities had more of a positive impact on 
participants ratings of protective factors and self-concept. Moreover, youth who 
participated regularly in teen center programs identified fewer stressful life events during 
the four month period between the pre- and post-test. New participants were primarily 
involved in drop-in programs during their first four months at the center. Conversely, 
regular participants were involved in one or more structured activities offered at the 
center. The results from this study were consistent with Posner and Vandells (1994) 
findings that structured activities had more positive impact on youth than unstructured 
programs. 

Conflicting results were found between regular and new participants on changes in 
their rating of scholastic competence and social acceptance. It is possible that new 
participants were more involved with school activities and peer groups outside of the 
teen center. Discussions with several infrequent participants supported this contention. 
However, more research is need to determine the level of influence of activities beyond 
those offered at the teen center. 

This study suggests that teen centers can have a positive influence on participants. 
However, the amount of impact appears to be closely tied to the center staffs ability to 
get new participants involved in structured activities and increase the number of times 
they visit the center. This is consistent with several previous studies that have suggested 
the positive impact of recreation programs is dependent on the amount of involvement 
of youth (Baker & Witt, 1996; Posner & Vandell, 1994). As such, one concern raised by 
this study is the large proportion of youth who only visited the center once or twice and 
dropped out within four months of their first visit (151/199 = 76%). Discussions with teen 
center staff and youth involved in this study suggested several areas for improving the 
retention rate (e.g., improvements to promotion efforts, programs that appeal to different 
segments of youth, and initial methods of socializing new participants). It was 
encouraging to note the enthusiasm of the teen center staff in making the center more 
welcoming for program participants and to improve programming to increase the positive 
impact. 
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