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OVERVIEW
Getting a good education and doing well in school are widely regarded as critical preparation for
most types of success in life. However, academic achievement depends on more than what takes
place within school walls. Research generally indicates that characteristics outside the formal
educational setting—or non-school factors—also have a lot to do with whether children and
adolescents are successful in school. Therefore, it seems important to examine not only how
schools can be improved but also how non-school factors can be enhanced to foster learning and
educational attainment. This examination has direct applicability to out-of-school-time programs
and their staffs, participants, and funders.
Across the decades, links have been found between school success and various non-school
factors, including poverty, race/ethnicity, family structure, child health, parenting approaches,
and peer influences. In some cases—poverty, for example—the links suggest a cause-and-effect
pattern; but breaking that pattern is difficult and expensive, requiring change at the level of the
society or the economy. Other non-school factors, such as the influence of peer groups, appear to
be easier to change, but research as yet offers little guidance on how or how much they can
determine school success or whether these factors can be altered.10,62,93 Finally, research has
identified some non-school factors that both appear to have a cause-and-effect relationship to
school success and are malleable. The experiences of programs that have been rigorously
evaluated and found to have significant impacts on educational outcomes are instructive in this
regard.
This Research Brief brings together findings from a variety of research resources, including
rigorous program evaluations, to identify 10 actionable, feasible goals involving non-school
factors that affect educational outcomes and can be addressed through out-of-school-time
programs. These goals are to:
1) Reduce unintended pregnancies
2) Improve prenatal and postnatal maternal health
3) Improve parenting practices among parents of infants and young children
4) Improve young children’s nutrition and encourage mothers to breastfeed
5) Enhance the quality and availability of educational child care, preschool, prekindergarten, and full-day kindergarten

6) Connect children and adolescents with long-term mentors
7) Improve parenting practices among parents of school-age children and teens
8) Provide family and couples counseling to improve family functioning
9) Provide high-quality educational after-school and summer programs
10) Develop positive social skills and reduce delinquency among adolescents.
ADDRESSING NON-SCHOOL FACTORS THAT HINDER SCHOOL SUCCESS
Goal One:

Reduce Unplanned Pregnancies

Non-experimental research has found that children who were born as the result of unintended
pregnancies are at risk of having low levels of academic ability and achievement throughout
childhood. In the preschool years, for example, these children are more likely than other children
whose births were intended to have delayed verbal abilities.41,76 Research conducted in Europe
has found that children and teens born as a result of unwanted pregnancies tend to receive
poorer grades and ratings from teachers in early childhood and adolescence.45,55 Unplanned
pregnancy has also been linked to varied negative maternal health-related behaviors, such as
limited or no use of health care services during the child’s prenatal and infancy periods, which
are associated with poor educational outcomes in early childhood.44,63,64
Experimental research has identified a number of effective non-school programs that have
significant impacts on preventing or reducing unintended pregnancy among adolescents.3,32
Several youth development programs targeting teenagers have been identified as effective in
reducing rates of unintended pregnancy. Effective youth development programs generally
employ a multifaceted approach. For example, they may combine providing information that
motivates teens to practice abstinence or safe sex with providing tutoring or homework help;
counseling in creating positive, supportive family relationships; and community service activities
that are linked to discussions of future life options and decisions. Intensive early childhood
programs that promote child well-being have also been effective at lowering unintended
pregnancy and birth rates among program participants more than a decade later, when they have
entered the teen years. Similarly, programs geared towards the health and well-being of lowincome first-time mothers have been found to be effective at preventing subsequent unintended
pregnancies.82
Goal Two:

Improve Prenatal and Postnatal Maternal Health

Research has found that maternal health in both the prenatal and early childhood stages has
substantial effects on early childhood academic and cognitive outcomes. Mothers who smoke
cigarettes, drink alcohol in excess, or use drugs during pregnancy are at risk of having children
who display relatively poor cognitive abilities in math and English during the elementary school
years.87,90 Mothers who have insufficient prenatal care may also be at risk of having children
with poor early childhood cognitive and language skills. However, little methodologically
rigorous experimental research has been conducted on this subject to disentangle the effects of
having poor prenatal care from its related conditions, such as poverty.14,36,46,48 Infants, toddlers,
and young children whose mothers smoke heavily, drink alcohol regularly, use drugs, or are
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depressed are also more likely than are other children to perform poorly on cognitive
assessments and to have behavioral problems during the early elementary school years.77
The most effective programs targeted at improving maternal health employ a multifaceted
approach that focuses on parent and child health outcomes, as well as on providing parenting and
health information and support services for mothers who have mental or physical health
problems. Many effective programs also implement a home-visiting component in which health
professionals assess the mental and physical needs of the mother, and provide information and
skills training, if necessary, in a familiar environment.83
Goal Three: Improve Parenting Practices Among Parents of Infants and Young Children
Research has found that parenting practices during children’s early years have important effects
on their academic and cognitive outcomes throughout childhood.79 Clear links have been found
between parents’ support for their child’s school readiness and early education and the child’s
academic outcomes in elementary school. Children are more likely to become proficient in
reading and math during the early elementary school years if their parents are involved in homelearning activities, provide materials such as dictionaries to nurture their children’s cognitive
growth, and monitor their children to make sure that they spend enough time on homework.34
Parental involvement in school activities and frequent parent-child discussions about school
issues during early childhood are also related to a decreased likelihood that children will become
high school dropouts.94
Emotional ties between parents and children are also critical in nurturing academic success in
early childhood. Children who have warm, caring relationships with their parents in early
childhood are more likely to score highly on measures of cognitive ability during the early
school years and to eventually reach high levels of educational attainment.2,78,92 Conversely,
young children of parents who have negative attitudes towards parenting duties are at risk of
poor reading ability by third grade.53
Many effective home-visiting programs incorporate a multifaceted approach in which trained
practitioners provide parents and children education and support services. The improved
maternal parenting behaviors that these types of programs encourage have led to improvements
in young children’s cognitive development17,31,33 Comprehensive, home- and center-based
interventions, such as Early Head Start and Head Start, have also been found to improve
parenting practices among parents of young children.33 Experimental evaluations of both Early
Head Start and Head Start have found links between these programs and improved cognitive
functioning and social skills among preschool and high-risk groups of elementary school
children, as well as improved parenting practices. Parents of children in these programs were
more likely than non-Head Start parents to read with their children frequently, to be emotionally
supportive, and to refrain from physical discipline.20,71
Goal Four:

Improve Young Children’s Nutrition and Encourage Mothers to Breastfeed

Research indicates that early childhood nutrition and breastfeeding have long-lasting effects on
children’s cognitive abilities.6 Matched control studies have found that malnutrition in early
childhood is associated with lower cognitive ability, less short-term memory capacity, lower IQ,
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and poorer school achievement through adolescence, independent of socioeconomic
factors.8,50,69 Research also has found that children who are breastfed for several months are
more likely to display higher IQ scores and cognitive abilities throughout the schooling process.
Breastfeeding for more than seven months has also been found to protect against delays in
language and motor skill development and to predict significantly higher IQs in adulthood.7
Few U.S.-based programs targeting malnutrition or breastfeeding have been experimentally
evaluated. However, several home-visitation programs and center-based programs that are
designed to improve parenting practices and early childhood health among low-income first-time
mothers incorporate nutrition components into their intervention model. Experimental research
has found that programs with these components have several positive impacts on early childhood
nutrition.17,52
Goal Five:

Enhance the Quality and Availability of Educational Child Care, Preschool,
Pre-kindergarten, and Full-Day Kindergarten

Research has found that across the nation, children who attend high-quality center-based child
care, prekindergarten, or preschool programs tend to have better pre-academic and language
skills than do other children.79 These advantages carry over into the early elementary years:
children who spent more hours in high-quality center-based care also perform better in math and
reading in the early grades of elementary school.9 Child Trends’ recent review of existing
research on high-quality early education and child care programs found that these programs are
particularly beneficial for children from low-income families.9,25
Although the results of program evaluations on these interventions are mixed,14,16,26,28,51,88
research has identified important attributes shared by effective child care, preschool,
prekindergarten, and full-day kindergarten programs that may help explain these programs’
success. Early childhood education programs that succeed in improving children’s cognitive
abilities and school performance incorporate intensive teacher training, interactive learning
methods, such as reading aloud and thinking aloud, and small-group learning. 19,21,27
A recent federal report on the impact of Head Start—the nation’s most extensive pre-school early
childhood intervention—found that the program improved cognitive outcomes for children ages
three and four in preschool, but few positive impacts were detected for the majority of these
children by the end of their first grade year. However, the study examined seven high-risk
subgroups and found positive impacts at the end of first grade for many of the most high-risk
groups of children. Understanding how participation in Head Start impacts these subgroups will
be important for understanding how to build upon the key strengths of the Head Start model.98
Goal Six:

Connect Children and Adolescents with Long-Term Mentors

Research has found that several programs that bring children together with long-term mentors
are associated with increased school engagement68 and college attendance.58 Multiple program
evaluations have indicated that students with low socioeconomic status, experience with the
criminal justice system, or poor academic performance benefit the most from long-term
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mentoring,58 although it may not be appropriate to use volunteers to mentor children and youth
with very serious problems.
While rigorously evaluated programs that include mentoring are diverse, the most successful
mentoring programs share several common features. In particular, such programs promote
quality mentoring relationships over a long period of time, train and supervise mentors,
communicate regularly, and encourage mentors to provide guidance and skill-building in
several areas. Thus, effective mentors go beyond simply tutoring young people to help them
improve their academic skills. They also help young people to improve their equally important
life and interpersonal skills. The most successful mentoring programs, such as Big Brothers, Big
Sisters and BELONG, all foster long-term mentor-mentee relationships between adults and
children.58 In contrast, student-to-student has tended to be of relatively short duration, which may
be one reason that research about the effects of this type of mentoring has found fewer
significant impacts on student outcomes. 13,57,60
Many successful mentoring programs also take a holistic approach to youth development. Such
programs are structured so that young people receive mentoring on multiple levels, such as life
skills, emotional support, job training, or academic skills-building. Some successful mentoring
programs also incorporate other components, such as home visiting, that are designed to enhance
the effects of mentoring.23 Much still needs to be learned about mentoring programs, as they are
rapidly expanding nationwide.61
Goal Seven: Improve Parenting Practices Among Parents of School-Age Children and
Teens
Research has consistently found associations between parenting practices and achievement
among middle and high school students across race, ethnicity, and family income.56 Children and
teens are more likely to excel academically when parents set high academic standards and are
highly involved in their daily lives.11,46,59,91 Adolescents who have close relationships with their
parents, talk about their problems with their parents, and feel that their parents provide them with
emotional support have better academic performance, fewer suspensions, and higher levels of
social competence than do students without close parental relationships.42,54,65,77,100
Relatively few rigorously evaluated programs exist that focus on improving the way parents
interact with their adolescent children, and involving parents of at-risk children has proven to be
a challenge to programs. However, research has found that programs that train parents in
effective parenting techniques can have positive effects on children’s outcomes. Parental skills
training and parent-child involvement programs have shown great promise in improving
children’s academic achievement.74 Parental skills training programs help parents to develop and
sustain some of the basics of good parenting, such as discipline, monitoring, limit-setting, and
communication. This training often uses a variety of formats, including video or computer-based
training, home visiting instruction, and classroom-based instruction. Parent-child involvement
programs enable parents and children to participate in activities together that reflect program
goals, such as academic achievement. These programs also have been found to be a good way to
improve parenting ability and child outcomes.74
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Two characteristics shared by successful programs that target parenting practices are intensity
and length of the intervention. Also, programs that focus on the actions of both parents and
children tend to be more successful than are programs that have a singular focus on parent
skills-building or parental actions.74
Goal Eight:

Provide Family and Couples Counseling to Improve Family Functioning

Research has found that children who have been exposed to or suffered from neglect or physical
abuse within their homes1 have a greatly increased risk of poor academic achievement and
cognitive functioning as early as kindergarten.70 Also, children exposed to domestic violence
have trouble concentrating and doing their schoolwork. Not surprisingly, these children have
significantly lower scores on measures of verbal, motor, and cognitive skills.47
Research has found that physically abused and neglected children are at risk of earning low
grades, scoring poorly on standardized tests, and experiencing grade retention. Some evidence
suggests that neglected children fare even worse in school than do children who experience
physical abuse. For example, some research points to a strong link between neglect and both
impaired cognitive function and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.12
The types of programs that have been found to be effective in improving family functioning and
decreasing the likelihood of a child witnessing or being victimized by abuse or neglect tend to
fall into two broad categories: home-visiting programs and family therapy programs.
Home visiting programs are designed to have an impact on the parenting skills and behaviors of
mothers, beginning immediately after the birth of their child. These programs use nurses or
paraprofessionals to teach parenting skills to first-time mothers and help them access public
services that promote maternal and child health and reduce the risk of child neglect or abuse.18,24
Family therapy programs are designed to positively affect interactional patterns and parenting
practices within the family. While some family therapy programs have been found to improve
the academic achievement and attainment levels of adolescent participants, the majority of
experimental evaluations of these types of programs examine problem behaviors rather than
academic outcomes.15,29,66 A rigorous evaluation has found that, for marriages that are not
physically abusive, enhancing the marital quality through marriage counseling can have a
positive effect on child development as well.38-40
Goal Nine:

Provide High-Quality Educational After-School and Summer Programs

Research has found that participation in high-quality educational after-school or summer
programs leads to improved academic engagement, achievement, and attainment, and to higher
rates of seeking postsecondary education. A review of program evaluations found that most (34
out of 40) after-school programs that assessed educational outcomes had a significant positive
1

Given the sensitive and damaging nature of this issue, it is very difficult to conduct experimental research on this
topic, and is difficult to conduct quasi-experimental research with sufficient sample sizes. As such, most studies of
the effects of witnessing or experiencing abuse or neglect use small sample sizes or secondary data.
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impact on at least one child or youth outcome, such as academic achievement and achievementoriented behaviors.67,101 However, cost and availability are often barriers to enrolling low-income
children, who tend to benefit from these programs the most.80,99
Relatively little research has focused on summer learning programs, despite evidence that
summer learning loss among low-income children not participating in high-quality summer
programs exacerbates the achievement gap.95 A recent study attributed about one-half of the
achievement gap between youth from low- and high-income families at the beginning of high
school to summer learning loss.1 Furthermore, recent reviews of experimentally evaluated
interventions95 found that summer learning programs may significantly enhance short-term
reading outcomes and, to a lesser extent, math outcomes. Such improvement is particularly likely
to occur if the programs include content that complements curricular standards and if the
programs use experiential learning strategies, small class sizes, and trained, experienced
teachers. A meta-analysis of 93 summer school program evaluations found that the programs
were effective in raising mathematics and reading achievement, on average, especially when they
included individualized tutoring or instruction and required parental involvement.37
Because many non-school programs that target educational outcomes are multifaceted, it is very
difficult to isolate the specific components of an intervention that are most effective. However,
research indicates that mentoring and tutoring programs can have a positive impact on
academic achievement.37 Non-school programs that have the greatest likelihood of enhancing
school achievement and engagement tend to share several characteristics: they involve teachers
and foster active learning environments; they provide academic support or homework help; and
they require frequent and intensive involvement on the part of program staff, parents, and
participants alike.37
Goal Ten:

Develop Positive Social Skills and Reduce Delinquency Among Adolescents

Research has found strong links between social skills and success in school and in other areas of
life. Studies have found that social skills are positively associated with cognitive skills and
school achievement.43,72,85 Students are also more successful in college when they are able to
communicate with teachers and adjust to the social norms and relationships of college life.35
Reducing delinquent behaviors also has the potential to improve adolescent outcomes. Youth
who avoid engaging in risky behaviors—such as substance abuse, unsafe sexual practices, and
violence—have more success, on average, in the realms of education and employment than do
youth who do engage in such risky behaviors.5,49,89
Mentoring programs and programs that focus on developing social skills (such as self-regulation,
problem solving, and relationship building) have generally been found to produce at least one
statistically significant, positive impact.4 Specifically, mentoring programs aimed at children
and adolescents, family therapy interventions that involve parents and children, parental
education programs, and multi-component interventions have shown promising results in
encouraging adolescents to develop positive social skills. Research has found that the most
effective programs designed to help children and youth build their social skills tend to be those
that combine some level of teaching, modeling, and coaching.4 These same types of programs
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have generally had a positive impact on juvenile delinquency, aggressive behavior, and drug and
alcohol use.22,30,73,75,86,96,97
DISCUSSION
The goals and findings presented in this brief are of particular importance in light of the Obama
Administration’s focus on funding evidence-based programs. This emphasis builds on the
Government Performance and Results Act of 1993. The legislation held federally-funded
programs responsible for demonstrating results, but contained few regulations regarding the
goals programs chose or how they measured progress toward those goals.81 More recent
initiatives—such as the Social Innovation Fund and the Investing in Innovation Fund84—focus
on evaluation evidence that shows outcomes have been improved, rather than evidence that
shows inputs have been delivered. While only a small proportion of social interventions for
children have been evaluated, the number of rigorous evaluations is mounting. These evaluations
can continue to provide examples of programs that are effective, as well as of promising
practices that can be incorporated into existing programs.
CONCLUSION
Promoting educational achievement and attainment is not just a school issue. Many factors
beyond the classroom can affect whether children and youth succeed in school. Whereas withinschool standards, practices, staffing, and curricula clearly are vital to raising the academic
achievement of the nation’s children and youth, addressing non-school factors could augment
efforts being made in schools. In this brief, we have synthesized research findings about some of
these non-school factors and how they may relate to academic achievement and attainment in a
cause-and-effect way. We have organized this material by highlighting ten goals involving nonschool factors that affect educational outcomes. We know that it is feasible to influence these
goals because program evaluation research has found that effective interventions already exist in
each of these areas. This knowledge points to a need for greater funding for effective
interventions and for research to learn more about which specific components of these programs
are responsible for their effectiveness so that the programs can be further improved and
replicated. By addressing each of these non-school issues with effective intervention approaches,
the academic achievement levels of our most disadvantaged students may be enhanced and
school programs may see greater success. When that happens, everyone wins.
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