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Introduction 
 
The purpose of this literature review is to introduce the topic of Positive Youth Development (PYD), 
demonstrate the linkages between extra-curricular activities and academic performance, outline some 
of the general best practices for PYD, and to provide specific examples of proven, exclusively female 
extra-curricular activities that are known to have significantly positive effects on the lives of the young 
women who engage with them. 
 

What is Positive Youth Development? 
 
For years, researchers, organizations and policy makers have tried to figure out the best ways to 
support children through their development process.1 The term Positive Youth Development (PYD), 
coined in 1999, was originally understood as having three primary components: 2 

 
1. As a development process. 

2. As a philosophy or approach to youth programming. 

3. As positive development of youth. 
 
PYD “views young people as resources to be developed rather than as problems to be managed.”3 
Further studies on PYD have resulted in the creation of several theoretical models of the development 
process, most of which emphasize the role of relationships between individuals and their social and 
physical contexts. One of the most recognized approaches to PYD pertains to the ‘Five C’s’, which, 
when combined, result in a ‘6th C’: 1 
 

1. Competence  The positive view of one’s actions in areas such as social, academic, 
cognitive, health, and vocational. 

 
2. Confidence  An internal sense of overall positive self-worth and self-efficacy. 

 
3. Connection  Positive bonds with people and institutions in which both parties 

contribute to the relationship. 
 

4. Character  Respect for societal and cultural norms, possession of standards or 
correct behaviors, a sense of right and wrong (morality), and integrity. 

 
5. Caring/Compassion A sense of sympathy and empathy for others. 
 
6. Contribution  Contributions to self, family, community, and to the institutions of a civil 

society. 
 



The conclusive assumption among PYD experts is that the incorporation of activities supporting the 
‘Five C’s’ aid in guiding young people down a path of successful contributions.1, 4 

 
Social and physical contexts also play significant roles in the development process, including the 
development of the ‘Five C’s’. Research suggests that these contexts provide resources, or 
developmental assets, which promote PYD.4 

 
Other experts expand on this idea of developmental assets and applied it to existing research that has 
linked PYD with youth-serving programs.5-7 This resulted in the formation of the ‘Big Three’. The ‘Big 
Three’ refers to the three key features of effective youth-serving programs, which are: 
 

1. Positive and sustained relationships between youth and adults. 

2. Activities that build important life skills. 

3. Opportunities for youth to use these life skills as both participants in and as leaders of valued 
community activities. 

 
The Developmental Assets Framework created by the Search Institute lists a total of 40 ‘assets’ that 
young people need to succeed.8 
 
Half of these assets, the ‘external assets’, pertain to the relationships and opportunities that are 
needed. These are grouped into categories that include support, empowerment, boundaries and 
expectations, and constructive use of time. The other half, the ‘internal assets’, relate to the social-
emotional strengths, values and commitments that are fostered within young people. These are 
grouped into categories that include commitment to learning, positive values, social competencies, and 
positive identity. This framework is, more or less, an expanded version of the ‘Five C’s’. 
 
PYD, while not necessarily the obvious primary objective of extra-curricular activities, is clearly the 
underlying foundation for every youth development program. Therefore, an important question to ask 
is: 
 
Is there a link between youth development programs and academic performance and, if so, what 
does it look like? 
 
The following section aims to answer this question by highlighting some of the most prevalent research 
in this field – which suggests that extra-curricular activities do, in fact, have a number of positive 
effects on academic performance. 
 
 
 
 



Extra-Curricular Activities & Academic Performance 
 
The majority of a child’s and adolescent’s time is spent in academic settings. Children as young as two 
or three years of age can enroll in preschool, and typically spend the next 15 or so years in the school 
system. These are critical years that play a significant role in an individual’s development and growth. 
But what about outside of the classroom? How can children and adolescents continue to develop in a 
positive manner through experiences other than in school or at home? 
 
The answer is through extra-curricular activities. Not only do these experiences promote PYD, but they 
have also been linked to increases in academic performance.9, 10 
 
Studies on the impact of after school programs and extra-curricular activities on academic 
performance have yielded a number of positive results. To start, meta-analyses suggest that engaging 
in after school programs and extra-curricular activities are associated with significant increases in 
participating individuals’ positive feelings and attitudes towards both themselves and their school.9 
Positive attitudes towards one’s self and towards school go a long way in academic performance.11 
Students that don’t like school are often less motivated and more likely to have lower self-esteem than 
students who do like school. Therefore, given the abundance of research suggesting that engaging in 
after school programs and extra-curricular activities improves individuals’ self-esteem, participants are 
more motivated and end up outperforming nonparticipants.12 
 
It is important to note, however, that it is not the quantity of extra-curricular activities so much as it is 
the quality of an individual’s experience in extra-curricular activities that improve academic 
performance. 
 
In a David Shernoff’s (2010) study on engagement in after school programming as a predictor of social 
competence and academic performance, found that the quality of experience in after school programs 
was stronger and more positively linked to improved academic performance than the quantity of 
experiences in programs.13 Furthermore, middle school students who participated in one school-based 
after school program for an academic year obtained higher English grades than nonparticipants. 
 
But what exactly constitutes a ‘quality’ youth development program? 
 
To answer this question, the following section outlines some of most common ‘best practices’ when it 
comes to youth development programs. This is followed up by a more in-depth look into some of the 
most prominent, youth development programs exclusively for female youths. 
 

Best Practices for Youth Development 
 
The youth development sector is full of organizations committed to PYD, many of which have found 
success in promoting PYD among children and adolescents. With this in mind, it’s important to outline 
the ‘best practices’ for youth development programs and briefly breakdown what they entail. 



One resource, the “Positive Youth Development Resource Manual” – a well-regarded publication 
created by the ACT for Youth Upstate Center of Excellence in 2006 provides a thorough examination of 
what makes for a ‘quality’ PYD program.14 Much of the information presented in the Positive Youth 
Development Resource Manual is founded on, although expanded upon, the ‘5 C’s’. 
 
Cited in the manual is a list of effective program features put together by the National Research 
Council in 2002 – which suggests that effective youth development settings should feature the 
following: 15 

 
• Physical and psychological safety 

• Appropriate structure 

• Supportive relationships 

• Opportunities to belong 

• Positive social norms 

• Support for efficacy and mattering 

• Opportunities for skill building 

• Integration of family, school and 
community efforts

Expanding on these key features, the manual looks at important program goals, how to create positive 
program atmospheres and some of the most significant aspects of effective program activities: 
 
Program Goals are: 
 
• Intentional and reflect positive developmental outcomes such as competency, confidence, 

character, connection, and contribution. 
 
Program Atmosphere is: 
 
• Supportive Developing supportive relationships with adults and peer; emotional and 

physical safe environment. 
 
• Empowering Engage young people in useful roles, practice self-determination, develop and 

clarify goals for the future. 
 
• Expecting Communicate expectations for positive behavior, clear behavior rules and  

consequences, fostering pro-social norms, encouraging youth to practice healthy 
behaviors. 

 
• Rewarding Providing opportunities for recognition – in program or in public. 
 
• Enduring  Provide services that are stable and relatively long lasting (>9 months). 

 
 
 
 



Program Activities involve: 
 
• New Skills Activity itself less important than opportunities to participate and practice. 
 
• Authenticity Real and challenging activities; learning opportunities that are interactive,  

reflective, and engage multiple learning styles; experiential learning 
opportunities. 
 

• Experiences Expanding young people’s horizon via fieldtrips, cultural activities, community  
service, employment activities, recreation, and mentoring. 

 
• Networks Activities that both strengthen and engage parents, teacher-training, modifying  

school climate or structure, and changing community norms or attitudes. 
 
In the next section, some of the more relevant effects of exclusively female extra-curricular activities 
are examined and discussed in detail. Additionally, specific examples of successful, exclusively female 
extra-curricular activities are introduced and examined in-depth. 
 

Exclusively Female PYD Programming 
 
There is not enough up-to-date literature specifically examining the effects of exclusively female extra-
curricular activities on academic performance for us to come to a definitive conclusion as to whether 
or not those effects are positive or negative. However, given the abundance of existing research on the 
links between general PYD programs and academic performance, it is possible to form a hypothesis 
supporting the argument that a positive relationship does, in fact, exist between the two.  
 
In 2017, Girl Scouts of the USA (GSUSA) published “The State of Girls 2017: Emerging Truths and 
Troubling Trends.”16 The report focuses on the health and well-being of the 26 million girls living in the 
United States. Specifically, the study analyzes national and state-level trends across several key 
indicators: 
 
• Economic 

• Physical and emotional health 

• Education 

• Extra-curricular and out-of-school 
activities

Through their analysis, they found significant differences in the outcomes between lower- and higher-
socioeconomic status (SES) girls. Beginning with education, the results suggest that while reading and 
math proficiency among girls has been trending upwards since 2007. However, the disparities between 
lower-SES and higher-SES girls can still be seen across a number of education related indicators, such 
as attendance and reading and math proficiency, with higher-SES girls showing more significant results. 
In regard to extra-curricular and out-of-school activities, the results are similar. The overall 
participation rates are increasing, however, more so for higher-SES girls than lower-SES girls. 



Additionally, the study “Linking Leadership to Academic Success: The Girl Scout Difference,” conducted 
by Tsikalas and Barnett and published by the Girl Scout Research Institute (GSRI) in 2012, took a further 
look at the relationship between Girl Scout experiences and success in school.17 Specifically, it explored 
ways in which the Girl Scout Leadership Experience (GSLE) model contributed to girls’ academic 
engagement and performance. 
 
Their analysis lead to a number of interesting results. Overall, the results suggested that Girl Scout 
participation has a positive impact on girls’ leadership and that girls who experience problem solving 
and challenge seeking activities in Girl Scouts perform better academically than girls with less of these 
experiences. A particularly interesting finding, one that suggests a possible solution to a key issue 
highlighted in Tsikalas and Barnett’s work, is that lower-SES girls report greater benefits from Girl 
Scouting than do higher-SES girls.17 
 
One of the major trends occurring across PYD programs and within academic settings is the promotion 
of science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) programs. The demand for more qualified 
individuals in the STEM sector is higher than ever, primarily due to the significance of STEM fields when 
setting out to achieve both sustainable economic and societal growth. However, women are 
overwhelmingly underrepresented in STEM fields. This is in part due to cultural and societal factors, 
but there are individual factors contributing to this as well. 
 
Current studies, such as Modi et al.’s “Generation Stem: What Girls’ Say about Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Math,” published by the GSRI in 2012, suggest that girls tend to lose interest in 
science and math during middle school and that STEM interest for girls is much lower compared to 
boys.18 Over the last 20 years, the promotion of gender equity in STEM education both within schools 
and throughout youth development programming has intensified. Girl Scouts, specifically, has been 
increasingly dedicated to providing STEM programming to girls through activities aimed at engaging 
and cultivating interest in STEM fields by partnering with organizations such as NASA and Lockheed 
Martin. 
 
Unlike the majority of previous studies that have focused on the barriers and reasons why girls and 
women are underrepresented in STEM fields, Modi et al. instead looked at the perceptions, attitudes, 
and abilities to pursue STEM fields both now and in the future.18 Furthermore, the study made an 
attempt to gain a better understanding of what girls’ think about STEM fields in order to generate 
more opportunities for girls. 
 
Among many significant findings, there are two major arguments formulated by the results that, “have 
the potential to transform the national conversation about girls and young women in STEM”: 18 
 

1. As opposed to the old stereotype that even girls who perform well academically are not 
interested in STEM (because it is a ‘boy thing’) our research demonstrates that interest among 
girls is there, it just needs to be primed. 

2. The challenge that remains is how to turn girls’ interest into action and make STEM the winner in 
the competition for girls’ attention when it comes to career choices. 

 



Researchers at Florida State have found that a lack of ability is not the driving force behind the 
disparities between women and men in STEM related careers.19 In fact, one of the main reasons they 
argue is that young girls face a ‘confidence gap’ in STEM subjects, often rating their math abilities 
lower than boys do despite no real differences between the two genders’ proficiency. In 2011, Cvencek 
et al.’s research suggested that this ‘confidence gap’ actually develops early on in life – beginning when 
girls are in 2nd or 3rd grade.20 
 
Furthermore, a 2017 survey commissioned by Microsoft found that young girls in Europe become 
interested in so-called STEM subjects around the age of 11 and then quickly lose interest when they're 
15.21 The survey also found that girls' interest in humanities subjects drops around the same age but 
then rebound sharply. Interest in STEM subjects, however, does not recover. 
 
Published by the GSRI in 2016, “How Girl Scout STEM Programs Benefit Girls,” outlines several of the 
positive impacts that Girl Scout STEM programs have on those who participate, specifically how the 
programs improve the social and emotional outcomes in which GSLE programs set out to address.22 
 
Some of these benefits include: 
 

1. Developing relationships with supportive and inspiring adults. 

2. Increasing interest in STEM. 

3. Developing STEM skills and knowledge. 

4. Changing girls’ sense of self and building confidence. 

5. Learning the value of STEM knowledge. 

6. Working together to solve problems and tackle new challenges. 

7. Breaking down stereotypes. 

8. Having fun. 
 
The primary goal of PYD programs is to guide young people down a path of successful contributions. 
Therefore, it is important for research to look at long-term effects of these programs. “How Girl 
Scouting Benefits Girls,” highlights a wide range of benefits that stem from participating in Girl Scouts 
programs, but perhaps the most significant conclusions relate to long-term benefits of Girl Scouting.23 
 
Through the analysis of a previously conducted GSUSA study by Schoenberg et al. (2012) titled, “Girl 
Scouting Works: The Alumnae Impact Study,” Girl Scout alumnae display positive life outcomes to a 
greater degree than women who were not Girl Scouts.24 These outcomes pertain to sense of self, 
community service, civic engagement, education and income, which hold true across races and social 
classes. 
 



In yet another GSUSA study, “More Than S’mores,” by Tsikalas and Barnett, differences in outdoor 
outcomes were looked at across different demographics.25 Overall, the findings suggest that girls of 
lower SES seem to benefit the most from outdoor time in Girl Scouts. 
 
Specifically, the role of Girl Scouts was explored in depth, in which a number of interesting findings 
came to light when looking directly at the differences across races. 
 
• 40% of Black girls 

versus 28% of Non-
Black girls overcame 
fear of an outdoor 
activity in Girl Scouts. 

• 79% of Hispanic girls 
versus 71% of Non-
Hispanic girls first tried 
an outdoor activity in 
Girl Scouts. 

• 59% of Hispanic girls 
versus 50% of Non-
Hispanic girls would not 
have been able to do 
an outdoor activity if 
not for Girl Scouts.

 
In some respects, the ways in which girls’ and boys’ journey through the development process are 
similar. However, there are enough significant differences between the two that underline the 
importance of exclusively female extra-curricular activities. 
 
There are countless other organizations besides Girl Scouts providing PYD development programs for 
girls, such as: 
 

Girls on the Run Inspiring girls to be joyful, healthy and confident using a fun, experience based  
curriculum which creatively integrates running.26 

 
Girls, Inc.  Inspiring all girls to be strong, smart and bold.27 

 
Girls Who Code Closing the gender gap in technology.28 

 
Girlstart Increasing girls’ interest and engagement in STEM through innovative, nationally 

recognized informal STEM education programs.29 
 

Girl Talk, Inc. Inspiring all girls to be confident leaders through peer-to-peer mentoring 
programs.30 

 
Girls Write Now Mentoring underserved young women to find their voices through the power of 

writing and community.31 
 

#BUILTBYGIRLS Preparing the next generation of female leaders, builders, and creators to step 
boldly into careers powered by technology.32 

 
In the next section, the foundational Girl Scout model is explained in detail. Additionally, the 
organization’s history and future projections are also discussed. 
 
 



Girl Scouts of America 
 
Juliette Gordon Low formed the world’s first troop of Girl Scouts in 1912 with the goal of preparing 
girls to “meet their world with courage, confidence, and character.” 33 Today, Girl Scouts has over 1.7 
million girls and more than 750,000 adults working towards its mission of: 
 
• Building girls of courage, confidence, and character, who make the world a better place. 

 
Girl Scouts provides girls with opportunities to become leaders, adventurers, and find success in 
anything they seek out to do. It instills in girls the Girl Scout DNA, unleashing the power of the 
G.I.R.L.34 
 

Go-Getter She is bold, honest, and determined to succeed. In her mind, failure is no reason 
not to get back up and try again, and again, and again. 

 
Innovator Thinking outside the box is her specialty, so she is always looking for a creative 

way to take action. 
 

Risk-Taker Courageous and strong, she is keen to try new things and embrace the 
unfamiliar. 

 
Leader  She is confident, responsible and committed to changing the world. 

 
The power of the G.I.R.L. is unleashed through the Girl Scouts Leadership Experience (GSLE), “a 
collection of engaging, challenging, and fun activities like earning badges, going on awesome trips, 
selling cookies, exploring science, getting outdoors, and doing community service projects.” 35 

 

Conclusion 
 
Substantial evidence provides a clear look at the linkages between PYD programs and academic 
performance. Furthermore, research suggests that those linkages extend far beyond the classroom. 
PYD programs, when properly structured and managed, provide children and adolescents with 
opportunities to grow and learn in ways that other experiences simply cannot. They allow for young 
individuals to reach their true potential through challenging and engaging experiences.  
 
It is evident that those who participate in, especially girls who engage in exclusively female extra-
curricular activities, are better equipped to become productive members of society. 
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