
Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2018) 47:1208–1220
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-018-0817-6

EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

Friends in Activities, School-related Affect, and Academic Outcomes
in Diverse Middle Schools

Casey A. Knifsend1
● Daisy E. Camacho-Thompson2

● Jaana Juvonen3
● Sandra Graham4

Received: 17 November 2017 / Accepted: 23 January 2018 / Published online: 16 February 2018
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2018

Abstract
Participating in school-based activities is linked to positive academic engagement and achievement, but less is known about
how peer relationships within activities affect these outcomes. The current study examined friends in extracurricular
activities as a predictor of academic outcomes in multiethnic middle schools in California. Specifically, the mediating role of
school belonging, and interactions by ethnicity and type of activity, were examined in a sample including African American
or Black, East or Southeast Asian, White, and Latino youth in extracurricular activities (N= 2268; Mage= 13.36 in eighth
grade; 54% female). The results of multilevel mediational models suggested that school belonging mediated the link between
friends in activities and academic outcomes, and these findings replicated across groups based on ethnicity and the type of
activity in which one was involved in general. These results are discussed in terms of how activities can be structured to
promote positive peer relations in ways that are linked with academic engagement and achievement.
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Introduction

Participating in school-based extracurricular activities (e.g.,
sports teams, drama, or honor societies) has been linked
with positive outcomes during adolescence. Youth involved
in activities, in general, expect to go further in school and to
receive better grades than their peers who are uninvolved
(e.g., Fredricks and Eccles 2010). Studies have posited that
this could be because of factors such as academic-oriented
norms among activity members, attention from adults, or
opportunities for skill development, such as goal setting
(e.g., Dworkin et al. 2003). Much less is known, however,
about peer relationships within activity contexts, and how

these relationships are linked with subsequent outcomes.
For example, is it enough for youth to participate in activ-
ities, or might they benefit most in terms of their academic
engagement and achievement when they share the activity
experience with friends? The current study addresses this
question by investigating the underlying processes by which
friendships within school-based activities are associated
with academic outcomes among middle school-aged youth.
Particularly, we examine whether a higher proportion of
friends within activities predicts greater sense of belonging
at school, that then is associated with increased academic
engagement and achievement. We also test whether these
associations vary by the type of activity in which one is
involved. Given current disparities in participation within
organized after-school activities among minority adoles-
cents, we employ a diverse sample and also examine ethnic
differences in these associations.

Friends in Activities

The contexts in which adolescents spend much of their
time, such as school, neighborhood, or extracurricular
activity settings, affect friendship formation and main-
tenance through shared experience and interests (McPher-
son et al. 2001), as well as skill-building associated with
positive peer relationships (Dworkin et al. 2003).
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Homophily, or similarity, among individuals is linked with
a greater likelihood of friendship, in general (McPherson
et al. 2001), and sharing the same extracurricular activity
context is associated with a higher likelihood of being
friends during middle and high school (Schaefer et al.
2011). Choosing friends within activities has been docu-
mented over and above preferences for same-ethnic peers,
which is dominant during this developmental period
(Schaefer et al. 2018). Extracurricular activities provide an
optimal setting for friendships for several reasons. Activities
are often chosen based on a special interest, and members
share common experiences within their activity, increasing
the likelihood of friendship in these settings. Opportunities
for skill-building related to increased empathy, intimacy,
and communication (e.g., learning about the interests other
people have, or feeling like other activity members are
family), which are present across many activities, are also
likely to strengthen skills related to friendship formation
and maintenance (Dworkin et al. 2003). Thus, skills fos-
tered within activities, as well as homophily in terms of
common experiences and interests, are each likely to
strengthen friendships within activity settings.

Increasingly, greater attention has been paid to under-
standing if, and why, having friends in one’s extracurricular
activities (over and above merely participating) is linked
with positive adjustment during adolescence. For instance,
in a study of Canadian youth, those reporting positive social
experiences within their activity group (i.e., including
having opportunities to make friends and feeling appre-
ciated within the group) reported fewer depressive symp-
toms (Denault and Poulin 2016). Although less is known
about how positive social experiences within activities are
linked with academic outcomes, it may be presumed that
similar links would be found based on studies of friends’
prosocial norms—generally, linked with activity involve-
ment (Hughes et al. 2016). In a study of eighth grade
extracurricular participation, those involved in activities
perceived greater prosocial behaviors around academics
(i.e., high on positive school behaviors, like doing well in
school, and low on problem behaviors, such as skipping
school) amongst their friends, in turn affecting ninth grade
sense of school belonging, classroom engagement, and
grades (Hughes et al. 2016). Although this study suggests
that activity involvement is linked with having prosocial
friends, it is still unclear if friends unique to one’s activity
might similarly predict academic outcomes, and if greater
feelings of belonging at school in general explain this link.

School Belonging as a Mediator

Participating in extracurricular activities has been shown to
strengthen feelings of belongingness during adolescence.
For instance, in a study with African American sixth to

ninth graders, feelings of connectedness at school were
greatest with more time spent in activity settings (Dotterer
et al. 2007). Furthermore, Latino adolescents benefited
most, relative to African American and White students, in
terms of school belonging when they participated in orga-
nized after-school activities (Brown and Evans 2002). Over
and above extracurricular participation, the nature of inter-
actions within one’s activities may heighten a sense of
belonging at school. Positive interactions with school staff,
teachers, and peers in school-affiliated activity settings are
likely to promote a sense of identification with and
belongingness at school in general (Brown and Evans
2002), but this explanation has not been explicitly tested, to
our knowledge. We expect that the friendship bonds created
within activities may be particularly powerful sources of a
sense of school belonging. That is, friendships with soccer
teammates or band members in school are presumed to
foster a connection that helps youth identify with their
school, over and above their activity involvement. We also
expect that the close ties established and maintained through
activities foster a greater sense of school belonging than any
school-based friendships, because the activities help
embody the common school identity.

A greater sense of belonging at school is then linked with
academic engagement and performance (Benner et al.
2008). In their study of ninth grade students, for instance,
Benner and colleagues (2008) found that perceptions of
school climate (of which school belonging was a subscale)
in turn were linked with academic engagement. Other stu-
dies have expanded on this work by examining how friends,
in general, affect feelings of belonging, and subsequently,
academics. In a study of Latino seventh to twelfth grade
students, indicators of friendships, like the number of
friends, were associated with greater school belonging,
which in turn was linked with grades (Delgado et al. 2016).
Guided by stage-environment theory, a school setting which
meets one’s needs for connectedness with peers is likely to
foster academic motivation during middle school (Eccles
and Midgley 1989). Thus, school belonging is expected to
help account for the association between friendships and
academic outcomes. Similarly, in the current investigation,
we presume that friendships within activity settings, as a
school-affiliated context for bonding, will generalize to
broader feelings of belonging, which in turn will be linked
with higher academic engagement and achievement. Whe-
ther friendships in all types of extracurricular activities
function similarly is less clear.

Interactions by Type of Activity

The type of activity in which one is involved (e.g., sports,
arts, academic-oriented, or other clubs, or involvement in
multiple activities) is likely to affect how involvement, as
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well as peer relationships in the activity, are linked subse-
quently with school-related affect and academic outcomes.
In their study of middle and high school students, Schaefer
et al. (2011) found that the extent to which youth had
friends in their activities varied depending on the type of
activity; those in arts activities during middle and high
school were more likely to be friends than those in sports
activities, with the odds of friendships in academic activities
falling in the middle. Moreover, the association between
extracurricular involvement and academic outcomes varies
across distinct types of activities (Darling et al. 2005). For
instance, high school students in school clubs (e.g., student
government) and sports had higher grade point averages
(GPA), but involvement in prosocial activities was not
associated with GPA (Fredricks and Eccles 2006). More
recently, greater attention has been paid to the ways in
which specific types of peer interactions, like teamwork or
leadership opportunities, may differ within and across
activities (Simpkins 2015). Given that norms around aca-
demic work are likely to vary across activities depending on
the peer group involved (Eccles and Barber 1999), we
presume that specific types of activities could strengthen
how friendships are linked with school-related affect and
academic outcomes. Although our tests of interactions by
type of activity are mainly exploratory, we presume that
participating in academic activities (e.g., Science Club), as a
school-oriented group often with members who affiliate
with academics, may amplify effects of friends in activities
on school-related affect and academic outcomes.

Interactions by Ethnicity

Adolescents from ethnic minority backgrounds are less
likely to participate in activities than White youth (Fredricks
and Simpkins 2012). Previous studies have cited barriers
internal (e.g., micro-aggressions; Lin et al. 2016) and
external (e.g., limited access to transportation; Simpkins
et al. 2013) to organized after-school activities that may
limit youth involvement. When marginalized ethnic min-
ority youth are involved in extracurricular activities, they
can benefit in terms of academic success and development
of related skills (Fredricks and Simpkins 2012), although
the experiences one has within the activity matter. Ethnic
minority youth report experiences with discrimination,
offensive remarks, and unfair treatment (including micro-
aggressions) by activity leaders or other adults (Gutiérrez
et al. 2017). We presume that feeling a positive sense of
affiliation with peers within one’s activity, as reflected in
part by number of friendships within one’s activity, will be
particularly impactful for ethnic minority youth (i.e., Black
and Latino students), who may benefit from the support that
friendships provide in these sometimes challenging settings.
It is also likely that the meaning and experience of activity

participation may vary based on structural factors like the
ethnic composition of the school in which the activity is
situated. For instance, the experience of being Latino in a
school where one’s ethnic group is the numerical majority
may differ from that of being Latino in a more diverse
school where one’s group is not the numerical majority, in
terms of factors such as the likelihood of activity partici-
pation and experiences of micro-aggressions or dis-
crimination (Lin et al. 2016). Hence, we account for school-
level ethnic diversity within our analyses.

Current Study

The main goal of this study is to examine how having
friends in their school-based extracurricular activities is
associated with adolescents’ academic engagement and
performance by the end of middle school (i.e., eighth
grade). We focus on eighth grade because we presume that
friendships in activities may become more likely as one
nears high school (Schaefer et al. 2011). We test two main
hypotheses. First, we investigate the associations between
friends in activities and academic outcomes. We hypothe-
size that perceiving a greater proportion of friends in one’s
activities will be associated with higher teacher- and
student-rated academic engagement and grade point aver-
age. To test this, we control for the type of activity in which
one is involved and the total number of peer nominations of
friendships, which includes any friends both inside and
outside of the activity. Friendships in general were con-
trolled because we were specifically interested in how close
relationships in one’s activity are linked with academic
engagement and achievement—that is, for those who are
involved, does having more friends in one’s activity further
associate with academic outcomes? Second, we examine if
these associations are mediated by school-related affect.
That is, we hypothesize that those with a greater proportion
of friends in their activities will report greater belonging at
school, which in turn will be associated with greater aca-
demic engagement and performance. We also examine if
indirect effects vary by the type of activity. Although dif-
ferent patterns have been found across studies, we expect
that academic-oriented activities may strengthen these
associations (Eccles and Barber 1999).

Capitalizing on a large ethnically diverse sample, we also
examine ethnic differences in extracurricular involvement
by type of activity, and test whether the associations
between activity-related friends, sense of belonging in
school, and academic engagement and performance vary
across ethnicity. When youth from different ethnic back-
grounds do get involved, they might vary in terms of the
types of activities in which they participate. For instance,
Latino youth have been shown to be less likely to
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participate in service activities (e.g., community service
clubs), while Asian youth are more likely to participate in
academic activities, than their White peers in high school
(e.g., Camacho and Fuligni 2015). White and Black youth
have been shown to be more involved in sports than their
Latino peers, while White youth are also more involved in
performing arts groups than Latino youth (e.g., Im et al.
2016). Yet, other studies find few differences in types of
activities across ethnic groups (e.g., Bartko and Eccles
2003). We expect that Black and Latino youth may benefit
the most in terms of school-related affect and academic
outcomes when they have friends within their activities.
Hence, we hypothesize that paths between activity-related
friends, sense of belonging, and academic outcomes are
stronger for Black and Latino youth compared to Asian and
White students.

Methods

The current study relied on data from a large, longitudinal
study investigating the associations between school ethnic
diversity and psychosocial adjustment in 26 public middle
schools (grades sixth through eighth) in large metropolitan
areas in California (N= 5991). The schools were selected
based on their ethnic compositions, such that ethnic groups
varied in their relative size across the schools. Analyses for
the current study rely on data from the eighth grade, during
which N= 4700 completed a survey. The schools sampled
included students from middle socio-economic status and
working-class communities. The free-reduced lunch elig-
ibility ranged from 18 to 82% during the eighth grade year.
The schools range in size and reflect the overall diversity of
the metropolitan areas in which they were collected.

Participants

The analytic sample of 2268 eighth grade students reporting
being involved in one or more activities and with data on
our predictor, proportion of friends in activities (see Mea-
sures below), represents 48% of the overall sample (N=
4700). Of the analytic sample (54% female; Mage= 13.36),
28% were Latino (n= 623), 24% White (n= 549), 14%
East or Southeast Asian (n= 320), 11% African American
or Black (n= 252), and 23% Other (i.e., South Asian,
Filipino or Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern, or Other,
including Native American) or Multiethnic (n= 524).

Analyses with chi-square tests comparing those in the
analytic sample (n= 2268) with those uninvolved in
activities (n= 2416) showed differences by gender and
ethnicity. Activity participation was more frequent among
girls than boys, χ2(1)= 8.89, p < .003. Ethnic differences
were also found overall, χ2(4)= 69.32, p < .001. Latino

youth were less likely to be involved than all other ethnic
groups, p’s < .001. Those involved also had higher feelings
of belonging at school, teacher- and student-rated engage-
ment, and grade point average, compared to those unin-
volved, p’s < .001.

Procedure

In sixth grade, students were recruited to participate in a
study examining sociocultural factors contributing to out-
comes such as perceptions of school or broader psychoso-
cial well-being. After a short presentation, students brought
home parental consent forms and informational letters
explaining the study. To increase the number of returned
consent forms (either allowing or not allowing study par-
ticipation), students and parents returning the consent form
were entered into a raffle of $50 gift cards. The average
recruitment rate (i.e., average number of students returning
consent forms) across all schools was 81% (range=
72–94%). Only students who returned a parent consent
form permitting participation and assented to participate at
Wave 1 in fall of sixth grade were included in the study
(average rate= 83%) and invited to participate over the
course of middle school. Data on extracurricular participa-
tion, friends in activities, and academic outcomes were
collected during the eighth grade. The researchers, who
were the principal investigators, graduate students, or
trained undergraduate students, read most items aloud to the
students. Students received $10 for their participation in the
eighth grade.

Measures

Type of activity involvement

Students were asked to list all the clubs and extracurricular
activities they were involved in during the eighth grade at
their school. On average in the analytic sample, students
listed 1.56 activities (SD= 1.00; range from 1 to 7 activ-
ities). Students’ open-ended responses were categorized into
activity types based on previous research (e.g., Camacho
and Fuligni 2015), and categorization from previous waves
(Knifsend and Juvonen 2017): sports (e.g., soccer), aca-
demics (e.g., Science Club), arts (e.g., band), special interest
clubs (e.g., Cards Club), and after-school programs (e.g.,
Boys and Girls Club). To use as covariates and as mod-
erators in the current analyses, dummy coded variables were
then created reflecting whether youth were involved in:
sports only (0=No; 1=Yes; n= 599; 26.4% of sample),
arts only (n= 383; 16.9%), other clubs (i.e., including
special interest, after-school programs, and uncategorized
clubs) only (n= 375; 16.5%), or multiple activities (n=
569; 25.1%); those in academic activities were the
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comparison group (n= 342; 15.1%). Of youth in multiple
activities, the most common patterns were: arts and aca-
demic activities (n= 125), sports and academic activities (n
= 102), and sports and arts activities (n= 97).

Proportion of friends in activities

Students participating in activities in eighth grade were
asked to estimate how many of their friends were in each
activity listed, on a five-point scale (1=None or Hardly
Any to 5=All or Almost All). For those in multiple
activities, ratings were averaged. In general, students
reported having “some” friends in their activities (M= 3.06,
SD= 1.06).

School belonging

School belonging was measured with items adapted from
the School Climate measure developed by Gottfredson
(1984). Students responded to four items assessing their
feelings of connectedness to others at school (e.g., I feel
close to people at this school; 1=No Way to 5= For Sure
Yes; α= .83; M= 3.78, SD= .76).

Academic outcomes

Three academic-related outcomes were assessed: teacher-
rated engagement, student-rated engagement, and school
records of grade point average. For teacher-rated engage-
ment, teachers of the class participating in the study
responded to six items reflecting each student’s engagement
in the classroom (e.g., Concentrates on doing his/her work;
1=Never to 4=Always; α= .92; M= 2.85, SD= .75;
Connell and Wellborn 1991). To measure student-rated
engagement, six items measured self-reported engagement
in the classroom (e.g., How often do you pay attention in
class?; 1=Never to 5=Almost All the Time; α= .81; M
= 4.26, SD= .60; Masten et al. 2008). For grade point
average, school records of grades in all of one’s classes
during their eighth grade year were compiled (0= F to 4=
A; M= 3.18, SD= .76).

Demographic and school-level covariates

Students reported their ethnicity from a checklist with 13
categories, with the option to fill in if belonging to more
than one ethnic group or one unlisted. Based on small n’s in
some ethnic groups, these responses were recoded into five
categories employed in our analyses (i.e., Latino, White,
East or Southeast Asian, African American or Black, and
Other/Multiethnic), with White adolescents as the compar-
ison group. Students also self-reported their gender in the
fall of sixth grade and provided friendship nominations in

the eighth grade. Friendship nominations given consisted of
listing one’s good friends at their school in the current grade
(i.e., List the names of your GOOD FRIENDS in the 8th
grade at this school). The total number of these unlimited,
unidirectional friendship nominations provided was used as
an individual-level covariate (M= 4.86, SD= 2.03).
School-level covariates included the proportion of free or
reduced lunch recipients and school ethnic diversity
(Simpson 1949) in the eighth grade (see Knifsend and
Juvonen 2017 for description of diversity index and its
calculation), given potential differences in school settings
and their effects on academic outcomes. Indices were cal-
culated using data from the California Department of
Education (California Department of Education 2011). The
number of extracurricular activities offered in the eighth
grade was also controlled at the school-level, based on the
number of unique activities reported by youth in our eighth
grade sample (M= 38.45 activities, SD= 11.02). Thus,
although this list is likely not exhaustive, we viewed it as an
adequate proxy for the number of opportunities to join
activities in each school.

Results

Given the diversity of our sample, the first part of this
section provides descriptive information about ethnic dif-
ferences in our variables of interest. Our main analyses
investigate how school belonging mediates the association
of friends in activities and academic outcomes (teacher-
rated engagement, student-rated engagement, and grade
point average). To test the role of type of activity, we test if
any indirect effect found varies depending on the activity in
which they were involved. Finally, we examine interactions
by ethnicity.

Ethnic Group Differences

Differences in type of involvement, friends in activities, as
well as academic engagement and achievement, were first
examined by ethnicity given the diversity of this sample.
First, ethnic groups differed in the types of activities (i.e.,
sports only, arts only, clubs only, academic only, multiple)
in which they were involved (sports: χ2(4)= 37.64, p
< .001; arts: χ2(4)= 26.70, p < .001; clubs: NS; academic:
χ2(4)= 17.15, p= .002; multiple: χ2(4)= 29.91, p < .001).
Specific comparisons reported below are significant at p
< .005, accounting for 10 comparisons of ethnic groups. For
sports only, Black youth (35%) were more involved than
Other/Multiethnic (24%), White (22%), and Asian (19%)
youth; similarly, Latino youth (33%) had higher rates of
involvement than Other/Multiethnic, White, and Asian
peers. In arts activities only, White youth (23%) were more
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likely to be involved than their Black (13%) and Latino
(12%) peers. Other/Multiethnic youth (18%) were also more
involved than Latino youth. In academic activities only,
Asian (20%) and Latino (18%) youth were more involved
than those who were White (11%). Lastly, in multiple
activities, White (32%) youth were more involved than
Black (21%) and Latino (19%) peers. Asian (27%) and
Other/Multiethnic (27%) youth were also more likely than
Latino youth to be involved in multiple activities. In sum,
findings generally aligned with prior research (e.g., Black
youth with higher rates in sports, White youth in arts
activities, and Asian youth in academic activities), although
Latino youth looked to be more involved in sports and
academic activities in our sample.

Ethnic groups differed overall in the proportion of
friends in activities, F(4, 2263)= 3.73, p= .009 (see Table
1, Column 2 for means). Specifically, Latino and White
teens had fewer friends in their activities than those who
were Other/Multiethnic, p’s < .05; those who were Asian
and Black did not differ significantly from other groups.

Ethnic groups also differed in teacher-rated engagement
(F(4, 2141)= 34.83, p < .001; Table 1, Column 3), student-
rated engagement (F(4, 1416)= 9.17, p < .001; Table 1,
Column 4), and grade point average (F(4, 2127)= 61.35, p
< .001; Table 1, Column 5). For teacher-rated engagement,
Asian youth were rated as significantly higher than Black (t
(525)= 104.12, p < .001), Latino (t(872)= 97.73, p < .001),
Other/Multiethnic (t(803)= 31.74, p < .001), and White
peers (t(841)= 21.71, p < .001); additionally, White youth
were rated significantly higher than Black and Latino youth,
p’s < .001. For student-rated engagement, Asian youth
reported greater engagement than Black (t(356)= 19.56, p
< .001) and Latino (t(584)= 26.02, p < .001) youth; similar
differences were found for White youth (p’s < .001) com-
pared to Black and Latino youth. Lastly, for grade point
average, Asian teens had higher grades than Black (t(530)
= 239.21, p < .001), Latino (t(900)= 210.36, p < .001),
Other/Multiethnic (t(792)= 82.41, p < .001), and White
peers (t(820)= 37.52, p < .001); similarly, White teens were
higher than their Black, Latino, and Other/Multiethnic
peers, p’s < .001. Given these differences, until it was

employed as a moderator, ethnicity was accounted for as a
covariate in each subsequent model.

Analytic Plan for Mediational Analyses

All main analyses were conducted in SAS Studio using the
PROC MIXED command, allowing for modeling of indi-
viduals (Level 1) nested within schools (Level 2). Fully
unconditional two-level models, as assessed using intraclass
correlation coefficients (i.e., ICCs), reflected some school-
level variability for school belonging (ICC= 2% of total
variance), teacher-rated academic engagement (ICC= 3%
of total variance), student-rated academic engagement (ICC
= 3% of total variance), and grade point average (ICC=
17% of total variance), thus suggesting that multilevel
modeling was the best fit for our analyses. Given our focus
on hypotheses regarding mainly fixed effects, Maximum
Likelihood estimation is used in each model, allowing for
comparison of models with different fixed effects (e.g.,
testing interaction terms by type of activity, over and
above main effects of friends in activities). Maximum
Likelihood is also recommended in cases where data are
missing at random for the outcome variable (Allison 2012);
in our sample, complete data were available for 99.5% of
students for school belonging, 94.6% on teacher-rated
engagement, 94.2% on grade point average, and 62.5% on
student-rated engagement. Student-rated engagement, as
part of a block of planned missingness, was tested using
both Maximum Likelihood and multiple imputation, as
reported below. Only intercepts (not slopes) were allowed
to vary across schools. All predictors, mediators, and out-
come variables were standardized for interpretability. All
models controlled for gender, ethnicity, and number of
friendship nominations at Level 1, and proportion of free/
reduced lunch students, school diversity, and number of
activities at school at Level 2.

Associations were tested in two main steps. Given pro-
posed links between the proportion of friends in activities,
school-related affect, and academic outcomes, we first tes-
ted mediational models. To explain the associations
between friends in activities (X) and academic outcomes

Table 1 Ethnic group differences in friends in activities and academic outcomes

Ethnicity Proportion of friends
in activities

Teacher-rated
academic engagement

Student-rated academic
engagement

Grade point
average

Asian 3.03 (1.01) 3.18 (0.67) 4.42 (0.53) 3.55 (0.60)

Black 3.11 (1.11) 2.56 (0.70) 4.15 (0.63) 2.47 (0.99)

Latino 3.00 (1.07) 2.67 (0.74) 4.15 (0.66) 2.67 (0.97)

Other/multiethnic 3.20 (1.08) 2.89 (0.73) 4.26 (0.62) 3.01 (0.91)

White 3.00 (1.01) 2.94 (0.75) 4.30 (0.56) 3.22 (0.81)

Note: M(SD) reported in Table
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(Y), particularly, school belonging (M) was tested as a
mediator in three separate models predicting teacher-rated
engagement (Model 1), student-rated engagement (Model
2), and grade point average (Model 3). First, we were
interested in the overall indirect effect of school belonging.
Mediation analyses were conducted following procedures
developed by Bauer et al. (2006), where the a path (X to M)
and b path (M to Y with X in model) are tested simulta-
neously to compute the indirect effect. The c’ path is also
modeled (X to Y with M in model). Subsequently, a series of
moderated mediation models tested if type of activity
interacted with the a path and/or b path, and if the indirect
effect varied (see Table 2 for descriptives). Consistent with
Bauer et al. (2006), interactions on the c’ path are also
modeled and reported, although they are not essential to
calculating the indirect effect (see Fig. 1). Interactions tested
in the same model compared those in academic activities
only (as the comparison group) to those in sports only, arts
only, clubs only, and multiple activities. All models were
tested as 1-1-1 models, with the predictor, mediator, and
outcome each modeled at Level 1. Individual- and school-
level effects were partitioned by group-mean centering
Level 1 predictors and entering the school-level mean of
each predictor as a control in each model (Zhang et al.
2009). Significant individual-level coefficients, then, reflect
within-group effects (Zhang et al. 2009). Significance of
indirect effects of school belonging were tested using the
Monte Carlo Method for Assessing Mediation (MCMAM;
Selig and Preacher 2008) in R-3.3.1 for Windows, gen-
erating 95% confidence intervals of indirect effects based on
20,000 estimates of regression coefficients (a*b). These

steps were also repeated when examining interactions by
ethnicity.

Mediational Analyses

Correlations of main model variables are shown in Table 3.
Our main analyses tested school belonging as a mediator
of the association between the proportion of friends in
activities and academic outcomes overall. First, friends in
activities were associated directly with higher teacher-
rated engagement, student-rated engagement, and grade
point average (c paths; see Table 4), even when controlling
for type of activity (i.e., in general, those in sports, arts,
and clubs only had lower engagement than those in aca-
demic activities, and grade point average was lower for
those in sports and clubs only) as well as individual- and
school-level covariates. Second, youth with more friends
in activities reported greater belongingness at school (a
path: β= .13, SE= .02, p < .001). Greater belongingness,
in turn, was associated with higher teacher-rated engage-
ment (b path in Model 1: β= .11, SE= .02, p < .001),
student-rated academic engagement (b path in Model 2:
β= .28, SE= .03, p < .001), and grade point average
(b path in Model 3; see Fig. 2). MCMAM testing
indicated a significant, but small, indirect effect of school
belonging for each academic outcome (teacher-rated
engagement: standardized a*b= .01, 95% CI [.01, .02];
student-rated engagement: standardized a*b= .03, 95% CI
[.01, .03]; grade point average: standardized a*b= .01,
95% CI [.01, .02]).

Proportion of 
Friends in 
Activities

School
Belonging

Academic Outcomes
• Engagement
• Grade point average

a b

c’

Interaction 1: Type of Activity
• Sports
• Academic activities
• Arts activities
• Clubs

Interaction 2: Ethnicity

• Type of Activity
• Ethnicity

• Type of Activity
• Ethnicity

Fig. 1 Moderated mediation
models
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Interactions by type of activity

An interaction term by type of activity on the a path, b path,
and c’ path were then tested in three models predicting
teacher-rated engagement, student-rated engagement, and
grade point average. Interactions on the a path and b path
were not significant in models predicting teacher-rated
engagement and student-rated engagement, suggesting that
the indirect effect did not vary by type of activity for
engagement. Interactions on the c’ path (X to Y) were sig-
nificant, however. For teacher-rated engagement, a sig-
nificant interaction, F(4,2080)= 4.00, p= .003 revealed
that a higher proportion of friends in activities was linked
with greater teacher-rated engagement for those in academic
activities (β= .19, SE= .05, p < .001), but not for other
groups. For student-rated engagement, a significant inter-
action (F(4,1385)= 2.75, p= .03) revealed that a greater
number of friends in activities was linked with lower
engagement for those in sports (β= -.12, SE= .06, p
= .04), but not for those in other types of activities.

In the model predicting grade point average, interactions
were significant on the a path (F(4,2211)= 2.38, p= .05)
and the c’ path (F(4,2047)= 2.49, p= .04). For those in
sports only (β= .19, SE= .04, p < .001), multiple activities
(β= .18, SE= .05, p < .001), and academic activities (β
= .15, SE= .05, p= .002), simple slopes analyses revealed
a greater number of friends was linked with a higher sense
of belonging, but this finding was not significant for the

other groups. On the c’ path, a greater number of friends
was linked with a higher grade point average for those in
academic activities (β= .12, SE= .04, p= .01), but not for
those in the other groups. MCMAM testing revealed a
small, indirect effect of school belonging for those in aca-
demic activities (standardized a*b= .02, 95% CI [.003,
.04]), but not for those in sports or multiple activities.

Interactions by Ethnicity

As noted above, adolescents from different ethnic back-
grounds differed in rates of extracurricular involvement, the
number of friends in their activities, and in their academic
outcomes. However, when examining mediational links by
ethnicity on the a path, b path, and c’ path, with White
adolescents as the comparison group, adolescents from
different ethnic backgrounds did not differ from one
another, p’s > .05.

To check for robustness of our findings, we also ran
regression models operationalizing friends in activities as
the largest number of friends one has in their activity, rather
than the average, for those in multiple activities. These
analyses replicated our main findings. Given missing data
on our variable reflecting student-rated engagement, we also
tested the link between friends in activities and student-
rated engagement using multiple imputation, the findings of
which were similar to those reported in text.

In sum, peer relationships within one’s activity were
associated with greater engagement and academic perfor-
mance, and this link was explained by feelings of con-
nectedness within the larger school context. Although these
findings generalized across activity contexts and ethnic
groups for the most part, associations between friends in
activities and teacher-rated engagement, as well as grade
point average, were strongest in academic activities, like
leadership or honor societies.

Discussion

Participation in school-affiliated extracurricular activities
has been shown to be linked with academic performance

Table 2 Differences by type of activity in friends in activities and academic outcomes

Type of activity Proportion of friends
in activities

Teacher-rated
academic engagement

Student-rated academic
engagement

Grade point
average

Sports only 3.20 (1.06) 2.64 (0.74) 4.07 (0.65) 3.00 (0.78)

Arts only 3.13 (1.12) 2.88 (0.70) 4.25 (0.55) 3.21 (0.67)

Clubs only 2.93 (1.20) 2.79 (0.73) 4.21 (0.65) 3.05 (0.84)

Academic only 2.96 (1.11) 3.04 (0.77) 4.36 (0.59) 3.29 (0.77)

Multiple 3.02 (0.83) 2.97 (0.74) 4.42 (0.51) 3.37 (0.69)

Note: M(SD) reported in Table

Table 3 Pearson’s correlations of friends in activities, school
belonging, and academic outcomes

1 2 3 4 5

1. Proportion of friends in
activities

– .14*** .05* .04 .02

2. School belonging – .29*** .11*** .15***

3. Teacher-rated academic
engagement

– .43*** .62***

4. Student-rated academic
engagement

– .53***

5. Grade point average –

*p < .05, ***p < .001
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(Fredricks and Eccles 2010). Recently, greater attention has
been paid to peer relationships and social experiences
within activities (e.g., Schaefer et al. 2018), although much
less is known about how these factors affect academic
outcomes. The current study examined whether having
friends in one’s extracurricular activity was associated with
academic engagement and achievement in the eighth grade,
and if feelings of belonging at school mediated this asso-
ciation. We showed that school belonging mediated asso-
ciations between friends in activities and academic
outcomes. Although activities have been shown to provide a
setting for friendship formation and maintenance (Schaefer
et al. 2011), to our knowledge, this study is one of few to
consider friendships within extracurricular activities as a
predictor of school-related affect, academic engagement,
and academic achievement. These findings contribute to an

emerging literature examining peer relationships within
extracurricular activities, by suggesting that having friends
in one’s activities is linked with a sense of school belonging
and positive academic outcomes.

Consistent with our hypotheses, a greater proportion of
friends in activities was associated with higher school
belonging, and in turn, higher teacher-rated academic
engagement, student-rated academic engagement, and grade
point average. These findings suggest that the positive
experience of having a higher proportion of friends parti-
cipating in the same extracurricular activity generalizes to
feelings of connectedness to the larger school context
(Brown and Evans 2002). Notably, this effect was found
over and above the type of activity in which one was
engaged and the total number of friends (i.e., including
those not in activities), among other covariates. This finding

Proportion of 
Friends in 
Activities

School
Belonging

Grade Point Average

.13*** .10***

.02

Fig. 2 Mediation model of the
association of friends in
activities and grade point
average, with school belonging
as a mediator. ***p < .001

Table 4 Standardized regression coefficients testing friends in activities predicting academic outcomes

Teacher-rated academic
engagement

Student-rated academic
engagement

Grade point
average

Level 1 (individual)

Female 0.09*** 0.11*** 0.12***

Asian 0.09*** 0.07* 0.08***

Black −0.16*** −0.04 −0.20***

Latino −0.19*** −0.07* −0.24***

Other/multiethnic −0.06* 0.01 −0.09***

Number of friendships −0.00 −0.02 0.00

Sports only −0.17*** −0.17*** −0.11***

Arts only −0.07* −0.07* −0.04

Clubs only −0.12*** −0.09** −0.11***

Multiple activities −0.02 0.04 0.02

Proportion of friends in activities 0.05* 0.07** 0.04*

Level 2 (school)

Ethnic diversity 0.02 0.03 0.15**

Free or reduced lunch 0.05 −0.02 −0.04

Activities at school 0.03 0.06 −0.06

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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underscores the importance of being able to form or
maintain meaningful relationships within the context of
extracurricular activities, over and above just being
involved. In turn, consistent with a larger body of research,
feelings of belonging at one’s school were linked with both
academic engagement (i.e., teacher- and student-rated) and
achievement (Benner et al. 2008). Overall, these findings
suggest that positive peer relationships within extra-
curricular activities generalize to broader feelings of school
belongingness, and ultimately, academic success.

Testing moderated mediation models, an indirect effect
of school belonging was found in the association between
friends in activities and grade point average for those in
academic activities. Additionally, direct associations
between friends in activities and teacher-rated engagement,
as well as grade point average, were strongest in academic-
oriented activities, like honor societies or leadership. Aca-
demic activities, as explicitly school-oriented, may foster a
stronger sense of identification with the larger school as a
whole, or those who seek out academic activities may feel
better integrated into the school context. Alternatively,
academic activities, given their focus, may reinforce skills
and norms relevant to academic success (Eccles and Barber
1999). Interestingly, for those in sports, having friends in
activities was linked with lower student-rated academic
engagement, which contrasts with other studies suggesting
positive effects of friends’ prosocial norms for academics
on teacher-rated engagement within sports (Hughes et al.
2016). Potentially, a closer examination of types of activ-
ities within broad categories (i.e., individual vs. team sports;
Hughes et al. 2016), and the academic norms shared by
members of different activities, would shed light on the role
of friends in extracurricular activities. Despite these differ-
ences found, however, indirect effects remained significant
across types of activities in general, showing that having
friends in academic activities, sports, arts activities, and
clubs is beneficial in most instances.

Future directions include using longitudinal data, further
understanding of characteristics of the activities in which
youth are involved, explicit comparison of activity-related
vs. non-activity-related friendships, and consideration of
additional mediators. With cross-sectional data, it is unclear
if there are selection effects driving our findings, as well as
how friendships arise in activities. For example, it would be
important to know the extent to which youth join activities
with their existing friends (Loder and Hirsch 2003) or make
friends within their activities over time (Schaefer et al.
2011), how each experience affects findings regarding
academic outcomes, and if these effects extend over time.
Secondly, when examining the type of activity, character-
istics of the activity that could affect academic engagement
and performance, like the criteria for grade point average,
were unknown. Additional research is needed to understand

if these criteria enhance academic outcomes. Third, com-
paring activity-related vs. non-activity-related friends in
terms of quality, and subsequent effects, would better
highlight the role of friends in activities for those in activ-
ities. That is, given factors like consistent time spent toge-
ther, skill building, and homophily based on shared interests
in the activity (Dworkin et al. 2003)—do friendships in
activities tend to be stronger, on average, than non-activity
based friendships, in ways that amplify the effects of
extracurricular involvement? In addition to self-reported
friends in activities, objective measures of friends in activ-
ities (linking nominations of friends with friends’ own
reported extracurricular involvement) would strengthen
these findings by understanding networks of friends in and
out of activities. Lastly, this study provides an important
first step towards understanding the mechanisms underlying
the link between friends in activities and academic out-
comes; however, it is possible that other mediators can
explain this association, especially given the small indirect
effects. For instance, activities are often found to provide a
context for skill-building (e.g., in terms of initiative or goal
setting; Larson et al. 2006). Like feelings of belonging, it
may be that having friends in one’s activity heightens the
extent to which one learns and acquires such skills, affect-
ing subsequent academic outcomes.

Additionally, future research should consider how youth
from ethnic minority backgrounds differ in their extra-
curricular participation, as well as the subsequent benefits of
being involved. In our diverse sample, participating in
organized after-school activities was associated with school
belonging, which in turn predicted better engagement and
grades—and this was true for all ethnic groups. However,
groups differed in the types of activities in which they were
involved, their friends in activities, as well as in their aca-
demic outcomes. Differences in participation, in general,
aligned with prior studies (e.g., Camacho and Fuligni 2015),
in that Black youth had higher rates of participation in
sports only, White youth in arts only, and Asian youth in
academic activities only. Latino eighth graders were less
likely to be involved in arts and multiple activities, had
fewer friends in their activities, and lower engagement and
achievement, although they were more involved in sports
and academic activities than other groups. In line with
research showing lower rates of participation in general
among Latino youth (e.g., Darling et al. 2005), examining
methods to overcoming barriers to participation may be
especially critical.

However, a greater understanding of experiences within
activities across groups is also needed. For instance, African
American and Latino youth receive disproportionately
lower academic expectations from teachers (Tenenbaum
and Ruck 2007)—do these lowered expectations replicate in
sports activities where these youth may be overrepresented?
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Similarly, if both Asian and Latino youth are highly
involved in academic activities, can similar benefits be
inferred across activities when Latino youth may experience
micro-aggressions or other discriminatory acts within these
settings (e.g., Gutiérrez et al. 2017)? Given the importance
of friends in activities, it may not be enough to encourage
ethnic minority youth to join, but rather to ensure that
activity leaders are equipped to foster a positive peer cli-
mate among diverse youth (Gutiérrez et al. 2017). More-
over, it would be important to know if youth from minority
backgrounds are more (or less) likely to participate in
activities with same-ethnic peers. Our study was limited,
given open-ended responses to the extracurricular measure;
however, considering the quantity or quality of same- or
cross-ethnic friends within activities could help explain
ethnic differences in participation or friends in activities.
Additional research in diverse samples would illuminate the
experiences of diverse youth within activities.

Conclusion

The current study contributes to literature on the benefits of
extracurricular activity settings, showing specifically that
having friends in activities is linked with academic
engagement and performance in the eighth grade, and that
this link is mediated by school belonging. This study fills a
gap through its focus on peer relationships within activity
settings, about which much less is known, as well as
examination of this topic in a diverse, young adolescent
sample. These findings hold important implications for
extracurricular programming in middle school and after-
school settings. In general, findings underscore the impor-
tance of peer relationships within extracurricular activities,
as evidenced by having friends in one’s activity being
linked with academic engagement and achievement. Thus,
it may not be enough to encourage youth to join an activity,
but once they join, efforts should be made towards
improving peer relationships in activities. Activity leaders
likely can play a key role in fostering a positive peer climate
by affording time and meaningful opportunities for activity
members to interact, and intervening when observing
instances of ostracism or other forms of peer victimization.
Based on our findings, affiliating with others within activity
settings may generalize to a sense of belonging with others
at school more broadly, suggesting an important avenue
through which perceptions of school climate, critical to
academic outcomes, can be improved. Given that effects on
teacher-rated engagement and grade point average looked to
be strongest in academic-oriented activities, schools should
ensure they afford accessible opportunities for all youth to
get involved in these types of activities (e.g., student
council). The current analyses highlight ways in which

relating to one’s peers in extracurricular activities can
generalize to positive feelings about school, and subse-
quently, academic engagement and achievement.
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