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Creating the Recent Force 
Field: A Growing Infrastructure 
for Quality Afterschool and 
Summer Learning Opportunities

Terry K. Peterson
Senior Fellow, College of Charleston

Steve Fowler
Partner, FowlerHoffman, LLC

Terri Ferinde Dunham
Partner, Collaborative Communications Group

Over the past 15 years, an increasingly vital and complex infrastructure has helped 
fuel and sustain the afterschool and summer learning movements. With the aid of both 
formal and informal intermediaries, this evolving infrastructure works to improve 
quality and increase access in order to help more young people catch up, keep up, and 
get ahead in engaging, safe, and supervised settings. This infrastructure has helped 
more than two million young people participate in afterschool and summer learning 
opportunities over the past 10 years.

No one agency, organization, or group is responsible at the community, state, or national 
level for the hours from 3:00–6:00 p.m. on weekdays or in the summer while most 
parents are working. Despite the increase in availability of afterschool and summer 
programs, 15 million children still go home alone with no adult supervision during these 
hours. Many schools, educators, families, and community- and faith-based organizations 
seek to fill these gaps with positive developmental experiences and expanded learning 
opportunities, but too often these programs can be disconnected, underfunded, and 
underutilized in many communities.

To meet these challenges, this growing infrastructure for expanded learning, both after 
the school day ends and during the summertime, provides the supports and resources 
that would be impossible for any single program or organization to create. Public 
funding has been critical, fueled by the growth in federal funding for the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers initiative since 1997 and in some cases by growth in 
state funding, such as California’s After School Education and Safety program. Notably, 
quality systems have grown exponentially with the development and the adoption of 
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quality standards now established in more than 34 states. The articles in this section 
of Expanding Minds and Opportunities focus in detail on some of the elements of this 
essential infrastructure. 

Below we summarize some of the recent dynamics of this unique infrastructure 
by looking at five critical components of the current afterschool “force field.” This 
sometimes invisible but veritable force field of organizations, policies, funding, 
networks, and research creates opportunities and removes barriers to expanded 
learning opportunities for millions of young people in rural and suburban communities, 
as well as small towns and large urban areas nationwide.

Afterschool Force Field

FORCE #1: Federally funded 21st Century Community  
Learning Centers program

Broad bipartisan support contributed to the creation of the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers initiative as part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA) of 1994. This bipartisanship has extended across the years in securing the 
reauthorization of the initiative in Title IV, Part B of the ESEA, as amended in 2002, 
and also in generating substantial increases in federal appropriations for the initiative 
from 1997 to 2012. 

The consistency and growth of the program—from $1 million in 1997 to more than 
$1 billion 15 years later—has been a major catalyst for the field. Local 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers programs serve as models of best practice, help define 
quality, provide professional development, and focus on academic outcomes, thus 
compelling all kinds of afterschool programs to be more intentional in their design and 
approach. The shift of responsibility for awarding 21st Century Community Learning 
Center grants in 2002 from the federal to the state level led to state education agencies 
assigning staff and even creating divisions with responsibility for administering the 
program and supporting quality afterschool in their state. These entities not only 
manage grant competitions and monitor programs but also support the development of 
program indicators and sponsor conferences and trainings that deepen understanding of 
effective afterschool programming.

Community-school partnerships are required for successful 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers programs. Along with family engagement, these collaborations are 
unique features of the type of innovative learning opportunities that 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers created as compared to most other federally or state-
funded programs.

A number of national, regional, state, and local foundations have contributed to the 
development of quality programming and support networks for these community 
learning centers. From the beginning, the C. S. Mott Foundation has been a critical ally 
in this growth and the nationwide infrastructure it represents.
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As of May 2012, there were 4,619 21st Century Community Learning Centers local 
grantees funding afterschool and summer programs for almost 1.7 million children 
and youth in 11,068 school-based and community-based centers across the country 
(Afterschool Alliance, 2012). The program is so popular and competitive that only one 
out of three local requests for funding is awarded. Over the last 10 years, $4 billion in 
local grant requests had to be denied because of the lack of adequate federal funding 
and intense competition (O’Donnell & Ford, 2013).

Many state departments of education, along with other state and community partners, 
are aggressively working to improve the quality and results of expanded learning 
programs, while at the same time keeping the programming relevant and attuned 
to the needs of today’s students. Several articles in the Infrastructure section of 
Expanding Minds and Opportunities present in-depth the strategies states are taking 
to keep afterschool and summer 21st Century Community Learning Centers programs 
constantly improving and addressing contemporary issues. 

Several states have moved to expand learning beyond the traditional school day and 
year through positive new working relationships among classroom teachers and 
community-based practitioners, or “second-shift” educators. The biggest such state 
initiative, both in terms of the number of programs affected as well as the scale of 
investment, is in California where several thousand schools with community partners 
are helping expand education and enrichment opportunities to tens of thousands of 
struggling and low-income students. In many ways, the California program is working 
in parallel and in concert with the 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
initiative. This is an important approach from which other states could learn to make 
large-scale policy improvements in expanded learning.

FORCE #2: Statewide afterschool networks: Coalitions for policy,  
funding, and quality

Weaving the voices of many into one collective and strategic policy agenda is a 
fundamental element of the force field that is provided by statewide afterschool 
networks. Now in 41 states, these networks are designed to create sustainable 
structures of statewide, regional, and local partnerships, particularly school-community 
partnerships, focused on supporting policy development at all levels. 

These statewide entities of grassroots and grasstops leaders—from the governors’ 
office and legislature to business, education, and community leaders—are driving the 
movement and leveraging a vast array of resources into expanded learning programs. 
With modest but consistent investment from the C. S. Mott Foundation and other 
national, state, and local funders, the networks do “a little with a lot” by focusing 
relentlessly on a common agenda to expand program availability and ensure quality 
learning experiences.

Over the past 12 years these networks grew from a simple idea to a powerful force now 
emerging in all 50 states. 



FORCE #3: Citywide systems: Coordinating data, dollars, and development

With the statewide afterschool networks force at the state level, a complementary 
force is rising from cities and communities to link out-of-school-time players and 
stakeholders. At the local level, intermediaries connect public and private funders 
with providers, serving as the nucleus and guiding coordinator within a community’s 
multifaceted network of government, schools, nonprofit organizations, and expanded 
learning programs. The Wallace Foundation has played a pivotal role in seeding 
intermediaries in a number of cities.

Some of the most influential leaders in the country are mayors and local municipal 
leaders who understand deeply that young people need more opportunities to succeed. 
They are taking the charge of advancing learning by coordinating the work of municipal 
agencies, including parks and recreation departments, human services offices, museum 
and library systems, arts organizations, housing authorities, and other public service 
entities. Equally impressive, local leaders from United Ways, faith communities, 
and community-based organizations are stepping up to develop systems of support—
realizing the value of collaboration rather than operating in isolation.

The depth of this element of the afterschool infrastructure is apparent in the work 
of the National League of Cities Institute for Youth, Education and Families (YEF 
Institute). Here, a national membership organization is supporting summits and online 
learning communities with mayors, council members, and other municipal leaders and 
their staffs to inform local officials about the education, public safety, and economic 
development benefits of afterschool. It is providing new tools to improve local programs, 
from Connecticut and Texas to Minnesota and North Carolina to Washington State and 
Tennessee.

FORCE #4: Established body of research and evidence

Now we know: quality afterschool and summer learning opportunities work. We know 
that quality expanded learning programs are associated with increased academic 
performance, increased attendance in school, significant improvements in behavior and 
social and emotional development, and greater opportunities for hands-on learning 
in important areas that are not typically available during the traditional school day. 
Throughout Expanding Minds and Opportunities are numerous examples that define 
and demonstrate engaged and enriched learning.

Other sections of Expanding Minds and Opportunities compendium detail the research, 
including the strong, comprehensive meta-analysis by Joseph Durlak (Loyola University 
Chicago) and Roger Weissberg (University of Illinois at Chicago) and the longitudinal 
work by Deborah Vandell (University of California-Irvine) and the Harvard Family 
Research Project. The recent significant growth and depth of the research and best 
practice base is a very positive force.
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Just 15 years ago, tools and materials were limited to a few quality sources such 
as the National Institute on Out-of-School Time (NIOST) and organizations in the 
community education field. Now there are thousands of tools and resources available. 
The Harvard Family Research Project (HFRP)’s Out-of-School Time (OST) Program 
Research and Evaluation Database (www.hfrp.org/out-of-school-time/ost-database-
bibliography ), led by Heather Weiss, is a compilation of profiles written by HFRP 
of research studies and evaluations of OST programs and initiatives. The National 
Network of Statewide Afterschool Networks (www.statewideafterschoolnetworks.net/) 
has more than 500 resources to support systems-building. The Finance Project’s Out of 
School Time Information Resource Center (www.financeproject.org/index.cfm?page=25) 
shares resources that help leaders address financing and sustainability issues for 
out-of-school time programs. The National Summer Learning Association maintains a 
summer learning library and produces extensive research briefs (www.summerlearning.
org/?page=library), and the Afterschool Alliance presents hundreds of research 
summaries and issue briefs, including a summary of studies documenting afterschool 
outcomes (www.afterschoolalliance.org/research.cfm).

New continuous improvement tools and reports, some highlighted in this Infrastructure 
section of Expanding Minds and Opportunities, provide an unequivocal force supporting 
and propelling quality expanded learning opportunities across the country.

FORCE #5: Building the movement: The Afterschool Alliance

Finally, there is a growing interconnection of many diverse groups, including 
educational and youth development institutions and community, cultural, and scientific 
organizations, working to expand and enrich learning in engaging and broadening 
ways. Not too long ago these schools and community and faith-based organizations were 
largely disconnected. 

The Afterschool Alliance, formed in 1999, is connecting diverse and important players 
from the local, state, and national levels in the expanded learning space to come 
together for the common purpose of building public will to strengthen the infrastructure 
for expanded learning. At the federal level, the Afterschool Alliance is a leading voice 
for children, youth, families, and communities, dedicated to raising awareness of the 
importance of afterschool programs and advocating for more afterschool investments. 

Each October, the Afterschool Alliance annually hosts Lights On! Afterschool—an 
essential grassroots education and advocacy effort. In 2012, more than one million 
people gathered at more than 9,000 sites across the country and at U.S. military bases 
worldwide to participate in an unparalled rally for afterschool programs. 

The Afterschool Alliance produces and disseminates a vast array of fact sheets, issue 
briefs, research, and polling information that have come to be highly regarded. Its 
report America After 3PM (2009), the nation’s most in-depth study of how America’s 
children spend their afternoons, finds that 15 million young people—more than a 
quarter of our nation’s children—are alone and unsupervised after school. 
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can and should now 
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advance cutting edge 
learning and youth 
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Conclusion
The force field for expanded learning opportunities is comprised of more individuals 
and institutions than can be named in one article. Notable forces that have 
contributed mightily to the force field include the National AfterSchool Association, 
which connects afterschool professionals; Foundations, Inc., which provides high 
quality professional development; the Coalition for Community Schools, which helps 
build up and out afterschool programs into community schools and community 
learning centers; and the Coalition for Building After-School Systems, which builds 
citywide afterschool systems. The new Expanded Learning and Afterschool Project 
shares cutting-edge best practices. The American Institutes for Research’s Profile 
and Performance Information Collection System (PPICS) is designed to inform and 
improve the 21st Century Community Learning Centers across the United States. 

The evidence of the force field is also seen in emerging 
special interest groups, such as the American Educational 
Research Association OST Special Interest Group (SIG), 
and the Grantmakers for Education’s Out of School Time 
Funders Network. Successful afterschool programs have 
also benefited greatly from the leadership and resources of 
independent community and faith-based programs; many 
local, regional and national foundations; and affiliates of 
major, nationwide organizations such as the Ys, 4-H, Boys 
and Girls Clubs, and Communities in Schools. Additionally, 
statewide and regional conferences and the nation’s 
regional education labs have contributed significantly to the 
identification and spread of best practices.

The articles in Expanding Minds and Opportunities 
demonstrate the recent breadth, depth, and growth of 
the infrastructure supporting quality expanded learning 
opportunities in afterschool and summers. Education, 
community, and state leaders, as well as foundations and 
national organizations can and should now capitalize on 
this infrastructure to advance cutting edge learning and 
youth development. 
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Making Partnerships Work for 
Policies That Expand Learning 
Opportunities: Statewide 
Afterschool Networks

An-Me Chung
Former Program Officer, C.S. Mott Foundation

Gwynn Hughes
Program Officer, C.S. Mott Foundation

Terri Ferinde Dunham
Partner, Collaborative Communications Group

Statewide afterschool networks are defining new ways of collaborating and shaping 
policies and practices for afterschool and expanded learning opportunities across the 
country. From Rhode Island to California, this national network of statewide afterschool 
networks has successfully sustained an afterschool movement dedicated to ensuring 
that all students have access to engaging and effective programming. “There is no 
doubt that these systems and infrastructures are based on the ideas that individuals 
and institutions can work toward a common goal and that long-term partnerships can 
make a difference,” notes Heather Weiss, founder and director of the Harvard Family 
Research Project.

Now in 41 states, with expectations of growing to more, the statewide afterschool 
networks—through the support of the C.S. Mott Foundation and other funders—are 
focused on actively engaging and educating key decision makers in support of effective 
school and community-based afterschool programs, particularly in underserved 
communities.

Designing a New Way for Collaboration
Since 2002, the C.S. Mott Foundation has provided competitive funding to coalitions of 
key stakeholders in states committed to furthering afterschool and expanded learning 
policies and practices. The initiative was built on the public-private partnership started 
in 1998 between the U.S. Department of Education (ED) and the C.S. Mott Foundation 
to support the 21st Century Community Learning Centers grant program. The public 
dollars directly support the programs, while the Mott Foundation funds activities 
better suited to philanthropy than government, such as providing technical assistance, 
generating public will, identifying promising practices, supporting research and 
evaluation, and developing options for public policy. 
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After the federal program grew from $40 million in 1998 to $1 billion in 2002, 
administration of the initiative devolved primarily to the states. The C. S. Mott 
Foundation adopted a strategy to build a national expanded learning infrastructure 
that would connect grassroots and grasstops institutions and organizations and that 
would offer competitive funding to one statewide entity in each state. The design was 
to provide the “glue funding” to form networks that require a partnership between the 
state department of education and influential organizations and key stakeholders in a 
state. The mission was to build a wider, deeper, and stronger afterschool movement that 
would weather a distressed economic climate, changes in political leadership, and other 
challenges to comprehensive education programs.

The overarching goal was to build coalitions of diverse organizations working together 
to leverage public and private funding and partnerships in pursuit of good policies and 
practices. “No one ‘owns’ the field of afterschool. Networks must organize one voice, one 
message, and agree upon policy that helps all,” explains Janelle Cousino, vice president 
at FowlerHoffman and a technical assistance provider to the networks. Networks 
function through a common vision, collective action, and shared responsibility and 
establish themselves as the “go to” source for research, examples of good practices, and 
expertise on afterschool and expanded learning opportunities. 

Impact of the Statewide Afterschool Networks
Few other educational initiatives have the 10-year track record of the statewide 
afterschool networks. These networks have been key to advancing policy initiatives 
such as students’ ability to earn academic credit for learning that takes place outside of 
school hours, promoting school-community partnerships, and securing and sustaining 

Funded Network

Prospective Network

As of February 2013

Statewide Afterschool Networks



Statewide Afterschool Network Goals

2002–present

1.	 Create a sustainable structure of statewide, regional, and local partnerships, particularly 
school–community partnerships, focused on supporting policy development at all levels.

2.	 Support the development and growth of statewide policies that will secure the resources 
necessary to secure and sustain new and existing school-based and school-linked 
afterschool programs.

3.	 Support statewide systems to ensure programs are of high quality.
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resources despite difficult economic times. These networks are also cultivating multiple 
leverage points to expand learning opportunities, including aligning afterschool and 
summer learning with policy agendas in education, child care, health and wellness, 
juvenile justice, nutrition, and others. Impact is assessed across a spectrum of results, 
from policy wins to diffusing threats to cutting afterschool funding to assisting municipal 
leaders in supporting quality afterschool programming. Even with limited resources and 
capacity, networks are high-impact investments. 

An internal evaluation report from the Harvard Family Research Project (HFRP) (2010) 
concluded, “networks have made real strides toward building statewide infrastructure 
and policy support for afterschool programs, and have done so against a backdrop of 
change and uncertainty” (p. 51).

For more than a decade networks have ascribed to three common goals and report on 
their activities against those goals:

1. 	 Creating sustainable partnership structures for policy development. Networks understand 
that partnerships of influential individuals, agencies, and organizations are essential 
in showing policymakers and others that the support and need for afterschool programs 
is widespread and real. “Creating networks that are widely representative means 
continually working to bring new voices to the table while keeping all members of the 
network engaged,” remarked Kacy Conley, network lead for the Pennsylvania Statewide 
Afterschool/Youth Development Network. 
 
Engaging the right stakeholders helps make the network agenda fit the needs of the state 
and makes it more likely that policy developments align with the network goals. Impact 
is measured in small and large ways:

The Positive Youth Development Grant Program Act was passed by the Arkansas 
legislature in 2011 and signed into law. It builds off of the 2008 recommendations of 
the Governor’s Task Force on Best Practices for After-School and Summer Programs 
by establishing a structure for a system of state-funded afterschool and summer 
programs.

In Illinois, the After-school Youth Development Program Act, SB 3543, was signed 
into law in July 2010 and creates a framework for coordinating and strengthening 
afterschool services in the state.
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In Rhode Island, the General Assembly passed H5967, which created a Joint 
Legislative Taskforce on Summer Learning. The taskforce also explored several 
high quality summer programs for all grade levels and made recommendations 
on ways to improve access to summer learning in the state. The taskforce 
reported its findings and recommendations in a report to the General Assembly 
in May 2010 and helped to develop the framework for funding that was 
included in the state FY2013 budget to pilot this work.

2. 	 Support statewide policies to secure funding. Expanded learning opportunities are 
funded by an array of public and private dollars from multiple levels of government 
and under many agency banners—from human services to childcare to juvenile 
justice to education. Yet if bringing together the varied pieces and players in 
the afterschool picture is a challenge, many network leads say that educating 
policymakers on the need for more funding in an era of record budget deficits is the 
most pressing challenge today. 
 
Lean state budgets have led many networks to adopt a more comprehensive 
approach to funding and expanding learning opportunities. Although difficult, new 
funding is possible. Examples include the following:

Connecticut successfully advocated for the creation of a new $5 million annual 
grant program for afterschool programming (now $4.5 million).

The Massachusetts state legislature created a statewide commission to examine 
the state’s afterschool programs and recommended improvements. The 
commission’s report helped build support for a more than 150% increase in 
funding for state programs, from $2 million to $5.5 million.

The Washington legislature passed the 2007–2009 biennial budget with $3 
million allocated specifically for afterschool grants, marking the first time that 
the budget ever included dedicated state funds to support afterschool programs.

Shaping policy to make afterschool and summer learning an “allowable” use of 
existing or new funding also advances the work significantly. For instance, in 
Oregon, the state passed a law in which $260 million in “school improvement 
funds” can be used for a variety of programs that raise student achievement, 
including afterschool programs. 

3.	 Support systems to ensure quality. The quality design and delivery of afterschool 
and summer programs is a top priority of every afterschool network. Networks 
spearhead tough conversations about quality, bring the right stakeholders to the 
table, and facilitate consensus on standards and creating quality systems. “Quality 
is the most important conversation we can have,” said Katie Magrane, lead of the 
Massachusetts Afterschool Partnership (MAP). “We can all agree that afterschool 
and out-of-school-time programs should be providing youth with hands-on 
experiential activities that complement in-school learning, support social-emotional 
development, and have an intentional focus on student outcomes.” 
 



 
 
Networks have 
also created self-
assessment tools, 
common indicators for 
youth outcomes, and 
quality improvement 
systems. 
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More than 34 states1 now have quality standards for afterschool and summer programs 
and most were developed (directly or indirectly) by the networks. The standards 
development process itself is an engagement process, with networks counting upwards 
of 70 organizational partners engaged and hundreds of program staff and families 
involved.

Networks have also created self-assessment tools, common 
indicators for youth outcomes, and quality improvement systems. 
Widely adapted by other states, the New York network 
recently revised the Program Quality Self-Assessment (QSA) 
Tool. This tool is mandated by the New York State Education 
Department for all 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
in the state, the Office of Children and Family Services for 
programs receiving After School Advantage funds, and by New 
York City’s Department of Community and Youth Development 
for programs receiving funds for out-of-school-time programs. 
 
Additionally, networks play a key role in professional 
development of afterschool professionals, providing 
conferences, workshops, webinars, academies, and other 
supports for frontline afterschool staff and directors. “We work 
to broker professional development opportunities,” said Jamie 
Knowles-Griffiths, network lead for the North Carolina Center 
for Afterschool Programs (NC CAP). “We work with school 

districts, colleges and others to involve afterschool professionals.” Laveta Wills-Hale, 
lead for the Arkansas Out of School Network, added, “Networks bring people together to 
define quality. We’re working to ensure expanded learning opportunities are supported, 
sustained, and aligned with education systems.”

Unencumbered Supports: Afterschool Technical Assistance 
Collaborative (ATAC)
Nearly every day a network will contact a member of the Afterschool Technical 
Assistance Collaborative (ATAC) seeking advice on issues small and large, from how to 
engage key stakeholders to how to refine a governance structure for the network, to how 
to pursue a policy agenda like awarding credit to students based on mastery of content 
and skills as opposed to seat time. The easy accessibility of ATAC to the networks and 
the “just in time” technical assistance has been critical to the health, longevity, and 
sustainability of the networks. “I turn to our national partners at ATAC to get the pulse 
of national discussions and work that’s being done by other networks across the country. 
This helps us adapt to broader issues and utilize what’s working elsewhere to benefit 
Iowa,” explained Michelle Rich, network lead of the Iowa Afterschool Alliance.

1. Several states are currently developing quality standards.
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Before the first cohort of statewide networks was selected, ATAC was formed as a 
team of national organizations and leaders funded by the C.S. Mott Foundation to 
support the networks. ATAC includes the Afterschool Alliance, American Institutes 
for Research, Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), the Finance Project, 
National Conference of State Legislatures, National Governors Association, and 
National League of Cities, with assistance from Terry Peterson of the College of 
Charleston Foundation, FowlerHoffman, Mainspring Consulting, and Collaborative 
Communications Group.

By modeling partnerships needed to influence policy at the national level, ATAC 
supports the networks directly through its expertise, advice, and potential 
collaborations with initiatives such as STEM, early childhood, or digital media and 
learning. “We often say that our role is to facilitate and ‘set the table’ providing 
the space and time for collaborating on network challenges and opportunities,” 
remarked Victoria Wegener, a partner at Mindspring Consulting, a key technical 
assistance provider to the networks. With the support of ATAC, the ability to 
network and share experiences and strategies with one another both in-person and 
virtually through national meetings, monthly calls and webinars, and an online 
community has been crucial to the success of networks. In addition, individual 
ATAC organizations work on projects to educate their members on how afterschool 
advances policy priorities, like the CCSSO Innovation Lab Network or the National 
League of Cities Institute for Youth, Education and Families support to mayoral 
summits across the country.

The Future
For more young people to succeed educationally and in life, a strong education 
system that includes both school and expanded learning opportunities throughout 
the year is vital. “It is imperative that we focus a spotlight on the ways kids learn, 
the opportunities they need to succeed academically, and how we might shape 
a system that encourages more of them to stay in school, graduate, and go on to 
become productive contributors to society,” articulates William S. White, President 
and CEO of the C.S. Mott Foundation. A system that scaffolds multiple approaches, 
demands innovation, reinforces learning in and out of school, and provides students 
with a diverse array of school and community-based educators is a giant step in the 
right direction. 

Although there is not yet a silver bullet for fixing public education, afterschool 
programs are a “silver lining,” and the statewide afterschool networks need to 
maintain their important role in re-imagining how, when, and where students learn. 

The opportunities afforded by being a part of a vibrant national network allow each 
statewide afterschool network to stay abreast of the latest innovations, people, 
resources, issues, and windows of opportunity and prepare for thoughtful and 
strategic action over the long haul. A 21st century learning system that ensures all 
young people have the opportunity to succeed in school and work, and contribute 
to society, depends on the diligence, organization, and passion of the networks and 
their ability to constantly evolve and embrace challenge. 
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California has an exciting story to tell. Since 2007, roughly 4,500 schools in our state 
have been able to offer afterschool (and in some cases summer learning) programs to 
thousands of students in high-poverty communities thanks to California voters’ support 
of Proposition 491 and to the federal investment in the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers program. We are striving for every one of these programs to be filled 
with engaging, hands-on, relevant, and exciting learning opportunities that support 
mastery, expand horizons, and draw on the talents of both school and community 
educators.

Presently, our afterschool field in California is in a great deal of transition, as we seek 
to take our work to the next level. Since we began investing state and federal resources 
in afterschool programs in the late 1990s, a great deal has changed in our state; and the 
needs of children, families, and schools have intensified in a variety of ways. In addition, 
we have learned a considerable amount about what it takes to provide high quality 
afterschool experiences to students that lead to better outcomes for children, families, 
and schools. 

Because of these factors and more, we have become intensely focused on making 
sure that our investments in afterschool programs—nearly $700 million per year in 
California when state and federal funding are combined—are having the greatest 
possible impacts on student learning and success. We are changing the way we do 
business by transforming our approach from one that for too long operated on a parallel 

1. In 2002, California voters approved Proposition 49, which constitutionally mandated increased state grant funds that 
leverage community resources for before and afterschool programs in public elementary and middle schools to provide tutoring, 
homework assistance, and educational enrichment. See California Education Code (EC) 8482.
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track to the regular school day to one that involves schools and 
partners working side by side to expand learning beyond the 
school day and school year. 

It is well known that dollars do not always equal results. 
California leaders have been keenly aware that we need to 
become a state recognized for the quality of our out-of-school-
time investments and not just for being the state spending the 
most money on these important programs. 

To address this, in 2006 we—as policy maker and advocate 
working together—developed critical implementing legislation 
before over $400 million in new funding went out across 
the state.2 This legislation focused grants on the lowest-
income communities, increased grant sizes, and improved 
the accountability system to look at a range of academic and 
other student success measures beyond just test scores. An 
expansion of this scale presented many challenges, but these 
new policies put us on a very promising path.

Over the years, we have joined many others in our state in 
intensive efforts to identify how to best support programs to 
achieve the maximum level of impact on student learning and 
success. We have chosen to focus on a few critical strategies 

that we believe will leverage the best results and outcomes from California’s sizable 
investment in expanded learning, including making state policy more targeted, flexible, 
and responsive to local needs; prioritizing summer learning; encouraging school-day 
educators and community partners to work as a team in every aspect of program 
operation; and  institutionalizing a definition of high quality expanded learning 
opportunities to ensure programs focus on what works. 

Specifically, here are some of the things we have been able to accomplish together as a 
statewide team focusing on these goals:

Examining how the state invests its dollars in improving program quality and impact.  
To this end we have

•	created a new division at the California Department of Education solely 
focused on out-of-school-time investments and brought in smart new 
leadership from the field to lead this division;

•	implemented a strategic planning process that includes both department staff 
and field representatives and is developing improvements to our statewide and 
regional systems of program support; and

•	begun to re-examine our laws governing state and federal afterschool funding 
to identify where we can simplify and streamline processes, provide more 
flexibility to local programs, and ensure accountability structures that are 
appropriately matched to program goals.

2. Prior to the passage of Proposition 49, California allocated $120 million annually to the After School Learning and Safe 
Neighborhoods Partnerships Program. Proposition 49 expanded this existing program to $550 million annually, and renamed 
the program the “After School Education and Safety Program.”
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Tackling the huge gap in summer learning opportunities for students in California.  
Together we are

•	raising awareness about the devastating effects of summer learning loss with 
policy makers, educators, and the public;

•	making existing funding for summer learning programs more flexible and 
effective at the local level through legislation; and

•	adopting a new approach to high quality summer learning programs that 
moves us away from the old remedial summer school model, and moves us 
toward programs that integrate learning with enrichment, nutrition and 
outdoor experiences, and the fun – and effective – summer learning experiences 
that all children deserve. 

Institutionalizing the “expanded learning” frame as the way we do business.  
To this end, we are

•	creating a definition of high quality expanded learning that can inform 
policies that impact out-of-school-time programs, as well as school 
improvement funding and other resources that contribute to an expanded 
learning day and year;

•	considering the range of approaches to expanding learning time a community 
might implement, including afterschool and summer, community schools, and 
linked learning at the secondary level;

•	identifying key factors to success of any expanded learning approach, 
such as partnerships between schools and community organizations, and 
implementing practices that effectively engage students as well as their 
families;

•	developing and creating effective messaging to key stakeholders of what 
we already know through experience and research—that when done well, 
afterschool, summer, and other forms of expanded learning programs can 
absolutely support student learning; and

•	engaging principals and superintendents as our partners and champions in 
communicating the value of expanded learning opportunities. 

As we embark on this exciting transformation, we are going in with our eyes wide open. 
We know that the expanded learning terminology, and the policy implications that go 
with it, has been the subject of a challenging debate at the federal level and around 
the country. We know that some in the afterschool world feel justifiably nervous about 
funds being diverted to only adding minutes or hours to the school day, without really 
doing anything differently. And we also know that those fears could be realized if strong 
policies and practices are not in place reflecting both what we know about how kids 
learn most effectively and the components that must be in place to effectively utilize 
additional learning time. 
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We believe that local communities need to decide which approach(es) makes the most 
sense for their student population. We also believe that embracing the expanded 
learning frame will allow us to build much-needed bridges between community-based 
program providers and the schools they serve and give us an opportunity to talk about 
how all partners—schools, community organizations, and families—can contribute to 
student learning and success. 

Many programs in California have already proven just that. With a relatively small 
amount of money, these programs provide a different type of academic content that 
is standards-aligned but project based, offer homework help, serve nutritious snacks, 
teach children (and their parents) about healthy eating, offer physical activity that has 
regrettably all but disappeared from the school day, and increase student engagement 
in school. 

For example, in a 20-year UCLA longitudinal study, 
researchers found that elementary school students who 
participated for 3 or more years in LA’s BEST afterschool 
program were about 20% less likely to drop out of school than 
similar students who did not attend LA’s BEST (Huang et 
al., 2005; LA’s BEST, 2006). A 2011 UCLA study confirmed 
the lasting impact of high quality afterschool programs 
showing that students who participated in LA’s BEST in their 
elementary school years demonstrated gains in math, science, 
and history GPAs as well as standardized test scores in 8th 
grade (UCLA National Center for Research on Evaluations, 
Standards, and Student Testing, 2011). 

Participants in 86 Oakland Unified School District afterschool 
programs—virtually all of which are state- or federally 
funded—increased their school-day attendance by 35,343 
days in 2010–11, earning the district close to $1 million in 
additional revenue (Public Profit, 2011).

Blair High School in Pasadena, a 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers grantee, increased its on-time graduation 
rate by 28% over 4 years, which school leaders in large part 

attribute to academic supports such as embedding tutoring into sports and enrichment 
activities and credit recovery programs provided by the BlairLEARNS program (Blair 
International Baccalaureate High School, 2007). 

The operative factor in these successes is “high quality.” We in California know very 
well from our experiences in scaling up that helping programs provide meaningful and 
impactful learning experiences for children that support school success is no simple 
task. We have learned that many expanded learning programs are not as effective at 
improving student outcomes when they work in isolation from schools. We have learned 
that it can be challenging to get busy, pressured educators to find the time and will to 
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collaborate in a meaningful way with community 
partners. We have learned that when schools and 
partners develop a shared vision for student success, 
pool their human and financial resources, and fully 
take advantage of the resources our state provides 
for expanding learning time, kids do better. 

Here in California, in addition to getting our own 
house in order around operating a strong system 
of training and professional development for 
afterschool staff, we know that we also have to 
support schools and districts in their capacity to take 
advantage of expanded learning partnerships and 
promote the idea that facilitating student learning is 
a joint endeavor between all parties. This takes more 
than talk—this takes creative collaboration. 

For example, here at the California Department 
of Education and in the field, we are discussing 
concrete ways that California’s 4,500 expanded 
learning programs can support schools in the task 
of implementing the Common Core Standards. We 
are piloting efforts to bring more hands-on science 
education to students through afterschool and 
summer learning programs. We are dedicating half 
of our 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
funding to high schools and using that resource to 
boost college and career readiness. 

Conclusion
We are very proud of what we have collectively accomplished in our state. We have 
made serious investments in expanded learning programs, and we are serious about 
making these investments as effective as possible. We recognize we are constantly 
learning about what works best, and we have much more to do in order to ensure that 
all students receive a strong, well-rounded education. We believe the only way to move 
closer to that goal is through partnerships—between policy makers and stakeholders; 
between school districts and community partners; within and across all kinds of public 
agencies; and between students, parents, and their schools. It is only through genuine 
partnerships that we can truly expand high quality learning opportunities for all 
students. 
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Times have changed. In order for the United States 
and our cities to remain the beacons of hope they 
have been for the world, it is our responsibility to 
help our young people develop the skills and talents 
to find gainful employment and to attract businesses 
to our cities. Leaders across organizations and 
institutions, along with parents, have to work 
together toward the common goal of supporting 
our youth; no one should presume to take on this 
goal alone. There are too many social and economic 
challenges that affect outcomes for young people 
today that unfortunately make it so easy for many 
youth to take the wrong turn.  As mayors and 
councilmembers, we have come to learn that in order 
to ensure that our young people get and stay on the 
right track, we have to get involved early and create 
opportunities throughout our communities to help 
them thrive. Their success is the success of our cities. 
Conversely, the unfortunate reality is that their 
failure is also our failure.

It is common knowledge that children spend 80% of their waking hours outside of 
school. While we agree that more can and should be done to educate our cities’ youngest 
residents during the school day (and that cities have an important role to play in 
supporting educational efforts), most mayors do not control their school systems. We 
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are in a unique position, though, to use our mayoral and council “bully pulpit” and 
leadership to enhance the options that children and youth have during that other 80% 
of time by creating high quality expanded learning opportunities in the afterschool 
hours, on weekends, and during summers.

Growing Municipal Support
Over the years, there has been a growing interest from municipal leaders in supporting 
afterschool efforts, as the National League of Cities documented in a recent report 
highlighting our four cities and 23 others (Spooner, 2011). Why? Because our charge 
as mayors and councilmembers is to keep our cities safe, spur economic growth, 
ensure a high quality of life, and provide access and opportunity for all. This is not 
always easy to do given the difficulties many of our communities face. Fortunately, 
there are many ways that afterschool and expanded learning opportunities can help 
city officials confront many pressing local challenges such as public safety, school 
attendance and truancy, low academic achievement and graduation rates, college and 
career preparation, civic engagement, hunger and obesity, and risky behaviors such as 
substance abuse and teen pregnancy. Our efforts to address these challenges are aligned 
with and supported by a strategy of providing resources and building partnerships to 
support afterschool programs. 

City governments are essential partners with school districts and nonprofit 
organizations in supporting local youth. Many municipalities already provide a 
complement of opportunities to their young people via their parks and recreation 
departments, police athletic leagues, libraries, and museums. Often though, we have 
seen that communities take a siloed approach, with each program or department trying 
to solve challenges on its own rather than taking a more integrated approach in which 
partnerships with other city agencies, schools, and an array of nonprofit afterschool 
programs can have even greater impact. A powerful way to unite these programs is 
to include them as part of a citywide system of public, private, and community-based 
afterschool and expanded learning opportunities. Working together, community leaders 
can 

•	improve the quality of programs, 

•	target programs and investments to youth most in need,

•	provide joint training to providers from different organizations, and 

•	work collectively to increase participation rates.

Citywide System Approach
Over the past decade, municipal leadership—and in particular, strong leadership by 
the mayor—has been a powerful catalyst for progress in the development of citywide 
systems of afterschool programming. As mayors and councilmembers, we have made 
afterschool a priority in our cities and have called upon our agency heads to work with 
school leaders and other youth-serving, community-based organizations to create, 
strengthen, or expand afterschool learning opportunities. Taking on such an effort is 
too heavy a burden for any one agency or organization alone; but working together as 
a group of passionate and committed leaders in a city, we are accomplishing amazing 
things for our youth. 
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Time and time again, we have seen how a high quality afterschool program can change 
a young person’s life and how such programs can have a positive ripple effect on families 
and neighborhoods. Our desire is to substantially increase the number of young people 
across our cities who have access to and participate in a quality programs. We know 
that the more often a child comes to a program and the longer he or she stays engaged, 
the greater impact it will have on that child’s life. Trying to scale up is not easy; it 
requires an intentional plan with focused goals 
and action steps developed with a number of key 
community and school partners. 

Mayors and other city leaders are in a great position 
to begin these important conversations and to bring 
key partners to the table. These leaders may include 
school superintendents and other district officials, 
school board members, chiefs of police and other 
law enforcement officials, United Way executives, 
leaders of large and small nonprofit organizations, 
college and university representatives, chambers 
of commerce and the local business community, the 
philanthropic community, faith-based organizations, 
parents, and youth themselves. The mayor’s and 
councilmembers’ commitment to an issue can 
often inspire unlikely organizations to engage in a 
collective plan or communitywide system to support 
young people that can have more power and impact 
than individual efforts.

The key elements that make up such a system are 
committed leadership from multiple stakeholders, 
a coordinating entity to manage all of the moving 
parts, strong and reliable data, a focus on quality, 
thoughtful efforts to increase participation, and 
careful multiyear planning (Wallace Foundation, 
2008). The purpose of using a comprehensive approach is to determine the programs we 
have in our community, their locations, the nature and level of demand from youth and 
their families, and the neighborhoods that lack afterschool opportunities. Then, we can 
target resources to ensure that young people have adequate and appropriate access to 
quality programs.

We are also developing standards to ensure all programs in our communities are of 
high quality and that providers and parents know what a quality program looks like. 
Additionally, we are coordinating professional training for program providers to help 
them support the developmental needs of young people. Perhaps most importantly, 
our cities are developing data management systems that track student participation 
in afterschool programs and give us information about their school attendance and 
behavior so that program staff can intervene and help where needed. This new ability 
to measure the impact of afterschool programs helps us ensure that our resources are 
well spent and allows us to communicate the importance of continued investment to our 
constituents.
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City Investments to Support Afterschool Are Worth It
Over the past decade the growth of federal funding provided through the U.S. 
Department of Education’s 21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative has 
helped cities across the country increase program slots and partner with schools and 
community-based organizations to develop comprehensive programming. While this has 
been an invaluable source of support for programs, the federal grants are time limited, 
and the resources are never enough to meet the demand. To augment these dollars, 
resources provided by cities, parents, nonprofits, and local philanthropies have made 
a big difference in meeting local demand for afterschool programs. We have to “put our 
money where our mouth is” if we hope for others to join us with their own resources as 
well.

Despite the extreme pressures on municipal budgets in these last several years, many 
of us have worked hard either to realign municipal funding, invest new dollars from city 
general funds, or at least hold the line to protect afterschool budgets. For example, in 
a flat budget environment, Nashville Mayor Karl Dean proposed one new initiative in 
his 2009 budget: resources for the Nashville After Zone Alliance (NAZA) to implement 
a coordinated afterschool network that partners with a wide variety of neighborhood 
organizations to bring academic and enrichment opportunities to middle school youth. 
“There is tremendous need for afterschool programs for our middle school students—
only 10% of our 21,000 middle schoolers participate in a structured after school 
program,” Dean said at the time. “What we have learned over the last several months is 
that, in addition to need, there is tremendous interest from our students to be a part of 
these programs when they’re offered. My goal is for NAZA to sustain the expansion and 
existence of neighborhood-based programs for the long-term.” 

 In response, the Nashville Metro Council appropriated $400,000 for the city’s first 
Afterzone, then included an additional $600,000 to launch the second in January 2011. 
The FY12 $800,000 allocation seeded a third Zone, launched September 2012, with 
a fourth Zone on track for the 2013–14 school year. Mayor Dean appointed a director 
of afterschool initiatives in his office to manage the planning, implementation, and 
evaluation of the AfterZone rollout. Ronnie Steine, councilman-at-large, has been a long 
standing champion of afterschool in Nashville. He said, “In an environment of limited 
resources, one has to prioritize, and our city leadership understands we cannot back up 
for our young people. This means we have to support and nurture our youth when not in 
school so they can succeed in school.”

Leaders in Charlotte, North Carolina, have also focused on the needs of middle school 
students and, in particular, have recognized that afterschool programs could be a 
deterrent to juvenile crime. Over a decade ago, councilmembers and school board 
leaders made a joint commitment to invest city and school dollars to launch three 
new middle school afterschool programs. Councilmember James E. Mitchell has had 
a steadfast commitment and passion for youth and has fought to keep funding alive 
for these programs, despite budget battles. Mitchell shared, “I am very proud of the 
Charlotte City Council’s commitment to afterschool programs and to the success of our 
youth. The city now funds six different providers for a total of $2.4 million dollars from 
our Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) allocation.” The city’s former police 
chief also served as a critical champion for afterschool, underscoring the connection 
to keeping youth safe, and current Mayor Anthony Foxx has committed his support to 
afterschool and young people.
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Resources to support afterschool can come from many different places. Since 2001, the 
city of Fort Worth has dedicated more than $1.4 million annually to support afterschool 
programming in four school districts through partial proceeds from a one-half cent 
sales tax dedicated to a crime control and prevention district. Some of the tax revenue 
is used for afterschool programs because city leaders made a clear case that having 
afterschool programs is part of an overall crime prevention strategy. City partnerships 
with school districts can encourage additional commitments. Fort Worth Independent 
School District agreed to the joint creation of “Fort Worth After School,” using general 
operating funds to match $1.1 million of the city’s 
commitment and employing staff to oversee the 
84 school-based programs. Federal 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers grants add $4 million 
to afterschool programs. The city’s willingness to 
use voter-supported tax levies has resulted in a 
large pool of sustainable and flexible funding that 
puts the city in a strong position to lead afterschool 
system-building efforts. “We simply must invest in 
the future of our city, and that starts with giving 
every child the opportunity and tools they need to 
be successful in the classroom, and ultimately, in 
life,” said Fort Worth Mayor Betsy Price. “We in Fort 
Worth are very proud of the bond between the city 
and the Fort Worth ISD to provide local children fun, 
healthy, productive and education-based alternatives 
to staying home alone. Now, thanks to our new 
Wallace Foundation grant, we’re very excited about 
the chance to take our afterschool system to a whole 
new level.”

Aligning and making better use of existing resources in an era of tight budgets is 
another strategy. In-kind investments can sometimes be as important as financial 
resources. Creating joint-use agreements for city and school buildings, as well as shared 
maintenance of facilities, vehicles, parks, and athletic fields can open up more and 
better afterschool and summer opportunities. Sometimes the greatest need may be to 
identify a staff person to kick off a citywide effort and begin bringing multiple cross-
sector partners to the table. No matter how much we galvanize other leaders across our 
community to invest time, resources, space, technology, training, and equipment, we 
cannot overlook how valuable the contribution of a passionate and knowledgeable staff 
person can be to lead a citywide system building effort.

For instance, in 2006, Saint Paul, Minnesota, Mayor Christopher Coleman formed 
the Second Shift Commission, a broad stakeholder group representing the city of 
Saint Paul, the Saint Paul Public Schools, and large and small community-based 
organizations, to figure out how to increase access to effective afterschool learning 
opportunities while creating a bridge to in-school learning. Mayor Coleman appointed 
his staff to lead the commission’s work. Their recommendations led to a new city-school-
community partnership called Sprockets—a coordinating entity, structured as a 
citywide out-of-school-time network. Both the Sprockets director and data system 
project lead are is housed in the city’s parks and recreation department and three staff 
are “on loan” from the YWCA of St. Paul and the Center for Democracy and Citizenship 



26 Expanding Minds And Opportunities | A Growing Nationwide Infrastructure for Quality, Expansion, and Partnerships

at Augsburg College. The team focuses on improving quality, building a citywide data 
system, piloting shared learning programs between teachers and youth workers, and 
advancing a framework of youth success as learners, contributors, and navigators. 
In addition, Sprockets works with four neighborhood network teams of youth 
serving organizations that link youth development opportunities and services at the 
neighborhood level. Together, the Sprockets team is bringing the community’s resources 
to bear on a comprehensive, citywide initiative. “Sprockets has quickly built a powerful 
set of tools and connections to youth-serving organizations to improve their programs 
and help youth develop essential life skills, confidence and experience,” said Mayor 
Christopher B. Coleman, “This is exactly what I hoped would happen when I created 
the citizen commission several years ago. Sprockets is one of the keys to my vision of all 
youth succeeding in school and life.”

What City Leaders Can Do 
One of the most essential actions that municipal leaders can take to drive change is 
simply to convene key stakeholders to discuss the afterschool needs in the community. 
It may seem like an easy step, but it is an important one. Mayoral and councilmember 
champions can lead the charge and demonstrate the importance of the issue and 
identify the roles each partner can play towards a solution. Often the most challenging 
thing is getting the right folks to the table; once they are there, city leaders can lead the 
group in making a “to-do list” for each stakeholder. 

A second useful step is to map the distribution of afterschool opportunities that 
exist across the community. Providing clear, visual evidence of the lack of accessible 
programs in certain neighborhoods can build public and political will for afterschool 
investments. Without the ability to present these data, local leaders often believe that 
their communities may have ample program options, when the reality may be that 
there is seriously inadequate or unequal distribution of programs across neighborhoods. 
Though a mapping process may take time to complete, this is a relatively easy “win” 
and can help generate a deeper understanding of the local afterschool landscape and 
help communicate needs more clearly to key community leaders. 

Taking a citywide approach often fuels further progress and drives more strategic 
discussions about next steps. Early analyses of community resources and needs 
frequently reveal troubling gaps and spark efforts among key stakeholders to fill them. 
It is hard to say “no” or to turn away from a map that glaringly shows high crime or 
poverty in a neighborhood clearly lacking afterschool opportunities—and, in fact, it 
would not be right or politically savvy to do so. When we saw our community’s needs, we 
knew we had to do something about it… and we have.

It’s All Connected
Supporting afterschool programming is part of our education improvement strategy, 
economic development strategy, neighborhood development strategy, and crime 
prevention strategy. In short, it’s all connected. When young people are engaged in 
positive activities, there are numerous positive outcomes. It is the job of municipal 
officials to make those connections. Ultimately, it is our job to support our children and 
youth as our communities’ future. If you are a municipal official, we invite you to join us 
in expanding and improving afterschool opportunities in your own communities. If you 
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are a community organization leader, a parent, or a school leader, we urge you to ask 
your mayor and councilmembers to bring your community together to plan how to make 
afterschool a collaborative priority for the community.
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The afterschool field has made important progress in the past 15 years, particularly 
since the federal 21st Century Community Learning Centers Program rapidly expanded 
starting in 1998. Increased federal, state, and local support demonstrates that 
taxpayers and policy makers want safe and engaging activities for young people while 
parents work. As a result, afterschool options have grown rapidly, with programs adding 
spaces and expanding to new sites. At the same time, funders and practitioners have 
created infrastructure—namely state and local intermediary organizations—to advocate 
for the field and support its expansion. 

The evidence that afterschool programs can deliver on multiple goals—academic, 
social, and behavioral—is much stronger than it was 15 years ago. However to produce 
positive effects, programs must be effectively designed and delivered. As afterschool and 
summer learning programs have made a greater claim on public resources—and the 
economy has tightened—they are experiencing increased pressure to justify support. 
The prevailing view seems to be that if these and other social programs are going to 
draw significant funding, they need to be able to produce positive results consistently. 
Similar accountability pressures have occurred in other sectors such as preschool, K–12 
education, and mentoring. One result of this pressure is increased attention to program 
quality within the field; and as we discuss later, a great deal that has been learned in 
that regard is now being incorporated into afterschool and summer program design and 
delivery.
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Some of the pressure on afterschool has come from K–12 education, which is itself being 
pushed to improve achievement and attainment. As interest grows within the education 
community about how afterschool and summer programs can play a role in “expanded 
learning” efforts, challenging questions related to mission persist for providers. What 
should be the focus of afterschool programs? Is developing “21st century skills” such 
as personal responsibility, teamwork, and persistence paramount, or should programs 
be concerned with a narrower set of academic outcomes? Should programs be operated 
by schools, community organizations, or both? Should services be delivered in school 
buildings or elsewhere in the community? 

Although research does not provide clear answers to these questions, in part due to 
variation in local needs, goals, and program design, it does affirm the increased focus 
within the field on defining and improving program quality. As noted above, programs 
can have positive effects on academic, social, and behavioral outcomes, but not all 
programs that set out to achieve such effects do so, and we know that quality varies 
both within and across sites. Understanding why this is so has become an important 
priority. Are varying results due to program content? Program processes and structure? 
Characteristics of the organization implementing the program (for example, how well 
that organization is run or its rates of staff turnover)? Features of the surrounding 
community (for example, youth being able to safely get to the program regularly)?  

While much more needs to be learned, especially about how organizational and 
community factors affect afterschool program effectiveness, current research does 
confirm a consensus among practitioners—that program processes, content, and 
structure matter. Focusing on these features has some important advantages. In 
contrast to community- or family-level factors, program-level features are under the 
control of practitioners, and thus afterschool supervisors and line staff consider them a 
“fair” focus for accountability. Significant progress has been made on identifying these 
features of program effectiveness, designing valid and reliable ways to measure them, 
and helping program leaders and staff assess and improve them. The remainder of this 
article reviews this progress and discusses our recommendations for advancing the 
afterschool field. 

Developments in the Field
An evolving evidence base. As noted above, evidence that afterschool programs can 
deliver on multiple goals—academic, social, and behavioral—is much stronger than it 
was 15 years ago. Reviews conducted by Patricia Lauer and colleagues (2006) and Joe 
Durlak and Roger Weissberg (2010) were particularly useful in synthesizing the results 
from a large number of program evaluations. Durlak and Weissberg’s review had a 
major influence on the field. They found, on average, programs had a positive effect 
on a range of academic and other important outcomes. They also began to shed light 
on why. They reviewed 68 evaluations of afterschool programs focused on improving 
personal and social skills, such as reducing risky behavior. The results drew attention 
to the importance of specific program features (for example, implementing active and 
sequential activities focused on explicit goals) in producing positive effects. Lauer and 
her colleagues reviewed 35 evaluations of academically focused afterschool and summer 
programs for low-income children. They, too, found positive news on academic measures, 
although they were not able to identify particular program or contextual features that 
predicted the positive effects beyond participation itself. 
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Positive effects in both reviews were driven by a subset of the programs in the 
sample (roughly one-third), and the evaluations included in both reviews were of 
relatively small programs. Among the few large-scale programs that have been 
rigorously evaluated, their effects are limited (Granger, 2011), and we still lack a clear 
understanding of why this is so. There is increasing interest in this question, however, 
and efforts are underway in the field to address this.

Increased understanding of high quality practice and how to measure it. Research shows 
that interactions among young people and adults during program activities are 
positively related to how well youth function and their developmental outcomes. 
Practitioners tend to see this as more than a useful correlation and believe that staff-
youth interactions are the active ingredients that distinguish programs that make a 
difference from those that do not (Yohalem & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2009). Research has not 
yet proven this, but it is beginning to make the case that adult/youth interactions cause 
youth outcomes to change. Historically, though, monitoring and accountability have 
focused on structural features such as staff qualifications and staff-student ratios that 
do not seem to predict effectiveness, at least in the K–12 research literature (Mashburn 
et al., 2008). 

Durlak and Weissberg’s analyses illuminated the importance of specific program 
features that might productively shape staff-youth interactions, and they did so at a 
time when the afterschool field was ready to listen. In 2002, the National Research 
Council (Eccles & Gootman, 2002) identified eight features of positive developmental 
settings. Since then, consensus has been building about what constitutes high 
quality practice in afterschool settings and how to measure it. The NRC report, along 
with research by Reed Larson, Deborah Vandell, Durlak and Weissberg, and others 
contributed to this growing consensus. By 2006, the Youth Program Quality Assessment 
(Youth PQA), developed by Charles Smith and colleagues at the HighScope Educational 
Research Foundation, was one of several observational tools designed to measure 
program quality being refined and used in the field to advance both research and 
practice. 

Systemic efforts to improve quality. As measures of program quality matured, 
practitioners leading afterschool organizations and systems, who were eager to use 
research-based tools to improve their programs, began incorporating them into their 
staff development efforts. Increasingly, continuous quality improvement systems that 
include observational assessments, improvement planning, and targeted training and 
coaching are being implemented and enhanced at the local and state levels. 

In addition, there is now limited, but promising evidence that such strategies can 
improve afterschool program quality. This echoes recent positive results (Allen, 
Pianta, Gregory, Mikami, & Lunl, 2011) in K–12 education about the impact of 
coaching-based professional development built around a validated tool for assessing 
teacher-student interactions. A rigorous evaluation of the Youth Program Quality 
Intervention—designed to improve practices measured by the Youth PQA—resulted in 
improved instruction and higher levels of staff retention in a wide range of afterschool 
sites (Smith et al., 2012). Designed to be responsive to the specific conditions of the 
afterschool field (for example, high turnover, limited training, part-time staff), the Youth 
Program Quality Intervention is a “low-stakes” model. Site managers are accountable 
for implementing continuous improvement practices rather than attaining specific 
thresholds of performance. 
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This model is now being adapted and used by more than 80 networks of afterschool 
and summer programs across the country, including nine state education agencies 
using it to support implementation of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
initiative in their states. In Michigan, for example, observational assessments of all 
21st Century Community Learning Centers grantees are conducted annually using 
the Youth PQA, and corresponding professional development offerings are available to 
all grantees. A network of regional coaches provides training, coaching, and technical 
assistance to a subset of grantees that either refer themselves or are referred by the 
Michigan Department of Education (MDE). Coaches work with those sites to implement 
improvement plans and maintain online service logs that are accessible to MDE. Coaches 
are in regular communication with MDE so that quality and compliance issues can 
be identified and addressed quickly. Several states, including Arkansas and Vermont, 
have developed an integrated quality improvement system based on the Youth Program 
Quality Intervention that supports both 21st Century Community Learning Centers and 
TANF-funded school-age child care programs. 

Recommendations for Advancing the Field
In order to get more afterschool and summer programs consistently producing robust, 
positive effects for children and youth, efforts to advance research and practice should 
build on the progress we have described. 

•	Research. Instruments designed to measure program quality could benefit 
from revisions to make them more clear and specific. Researchers also need 
to produce better, scalable measures of youth behaviors and dispositions that 
contribute to school success, such as work habits, persistence, and engagement 
in learning, and others that push beyond the academic domain. More studies 
that assess how quality improvement approaches affect program practices are 
also needed (in general, results about the effectiveness of staff development 
programs in K–12 are mixed [Yoon et al., 2007]). Additionally, studies 
that confirm the belief that when staff practices improve, youth outcomes 
also improve would constitute a critical milestone for the field. Less likely 
to advance our understanding of how to improve quality are more impact 
evaluations of small programs. We know such evaluations can be an important 
gateway to gaining funding support. We already know, however, that such 
programs can work, but many need to do better—some much better—and the 
field is now headed down a fruitful path of better understanding how to define, 
support, and sustain high quality.  

•	Practice. Practitioners need more validated, cost-effective approaches for 
continuously improving practice. One promising approach is for practitioners 
to partner with researchers to develop and test different improvement 
approaches. Such partnerships allow for the integration of research-based tools 
and knowledge with local circumstances and expertise, and the current press 
for evidence-based practice across the human services fields could help sustain 
such collaborations. 
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Partnerships should pioneer and test different approaches, including new 
assessment strategies and intentional variations in the duration and delivery 
of coaching and training. Rapid but disciplined research and development 
processes that advance practice and accrue reliable information about 
how to improve program quality are needed. This will require developing 
and institutionalizing new ways of working collaboratively across practice 
and research; promising strategies are being refined in health care and 
increasingly tested in education and human services to do just that (Bryk, 
Gomez, & Grunow, 2010). State afterschool networks can work with state 
education agencies and their research and evaluation partners to test and 
refine promising strategies within 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers-funded and TANF-funded school-age child care programs. Municipal 
afterschool systems can do the same at the local level, and national 
intermediaries can spread the word about promising practices. 

•	Policy and funding. Afterschool and summer learning programs and systems 
are not able to bear the full cost of this important work of improving quality 
on their own. Public systems should allocate professional development and 
monitoring resources toward continuous improvement approaches; and 
foundations that support programs, infrastructure, and research should seize 
the opportunity to subsidize the development of tools and strategies designed 
to support continuous improvement. 

The afterschool and summer learning field is ripe for a focused wave of research and 
development that does not involve dramatic changes but rather capitalizes on the 
significant progress made over the past 15 years. Afterschool and summer learning 
programs can have positive effects on a range of important outcomes, and thus they 
have earned the right to be included in discussions about advancing young people’s 
learning and development. Future investments in education and youth development 
should recognize afterschool and summer as important opportunities to advance student 
success, and more fully capitalize on growing capacity at the state and local levels to 
expand and improve programs. 
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The challenges of the 21st century—the explosion of 
knowledge, the rapid advances in technology, the globalization 
of the economy, and the need for a creative, adaptable 
workforce— have profound implications for education. They 
have put a premium on students’ ability to learn continuously, 
apply their knowledge to new situations, and solve complex 
problems.

A New Day for Learning (Time, Learning, and Afterschool 
Task Force, 2007) emphasized that children learn all day, 
not just during normal school hours. To meet the many 
challenges of the 21st century, the report urged schools and 
their associated afterschool and summer learning programs to 
develop comprehensive, integrated learning approaches that 
value the distinct experiences provided for children by diverse 
community stakeholders and at different times of the day  
and year. 

Simultaneously, researchers and policymakers are increasing 
an emphasis on the inclusion of youth development principles 
within afterschool and summer learning program settings 

(Birmingham, Pechman, Russell, & Mielke, 2005; Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 
2010). They believe that these programs have the potential to provide students with 
opportunities to develop the skills, knowledge, resiliency, and self-esteem that will help 
them succeed in 21st century society (Little, Wimer, & Weiss, 2008; Pittman, 2003). 
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They also believe that high quality afterschool and summer learning programs, when 
effectively aligned with learning opportunities provided during the school day and year, 
can provide an ideal setting to support successful youth development.

This article will lay out a set of research-based principles and practices for developing, 
implementing, and maintaining high-quality afterschool and summer learning 
programs that can create productive citizens and lifelong learners of the 21st century.

Indicators of Program Quality
In 2003, prominent afterschool practitioners, political supporters, and research experts 
gathered at a national Afterschool Summit in Washington and identified five general 
performance indicators of successful afterschool programs. Such programs promote 
students’ 

•	academic achievement by fostering enthusiasm for learning; 

•	social attitudes and behaviors by emphasizing better school attendance and 
willingness to take personal responsibility and by providing them with 
leadership experiences;

•	skill-building by providing activities that are outside of their comfort zones ; 

•	health (physical, mental, emotional) by ensuring students’ safety and building 
resiliency ; and 

•	sense of community by encouraging family involvement and structuring 
opportunities for civic engagement (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). 

These indicators of effective afterschool and summer learning programs can be framed 
under three broad domains: program structure, program implementation, and program 
content. Table 1 identifies the core indicators of quality under each domain. 

Table 1. Quality indicators for afterschool programs.

Program Structure Program Content Program Implementation

Goals clearly defined Connects with school 
learning

Strong leadership

Program structures aligned 
with goals

Has a youth development 
approach

Quality staff

Program mission and vision 
designed to motivate staff

Relates to 21st century Clear communication and support 
to all stakeholders

Engages students Positive relationships*

Built in assessment and continuous 
improvement loop

*According to the National Partnership of Quality Afterschool Learning Study (Huang, 2010), this 
is found to be the common core element among quality programs.
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Program structure. Afterschool and summer learning programs can powerfully 
communicate their program goals through clear mission and vision statements. Such 
statements can also motivate program staff and guide program functioning. A “theory 
of change” should be clearly specified to spell out what the program wants to achieve 
(goals and detailed objectives), then link program objectives and student outcomes 
to indicators of program effectiveness and quality (Anderson, 2004). These strategic 
procedures require intentional alignment of program activities to each program goal; 
alignment of goals for learning during the school day, after school, and during the 
summertime; and alignment of activities that promote students’ interests and meet 
students’ specific needs.

Program content. With the program structure secured, afterschool and summer learning 
leaders must then ensure that students have sufficient access to efficient learning tools, 
relevant content, and staff who are skilled in instructional content. New 21st-century 
curricula, including global awareness, financial and civic literacy, and creativity and 
the arts, can be incorporated within the framework of the new Common Core State 
Standards. It is also equally important for students to practice “how-to-learn skills,” 
including (1) communication skills, (2) thinking and problem-solving skills, and (3) 
interpersonal and self-directional skills. 

To motivate students to focus, “learning must effectively connect to students’ questions, 
concerns, and personal experiences, thereby capturing their intrinsic motivation and 
making the value of what they learn readily apparent to them” (Learning First Alliance, 
2001, p. 4). Afterschool and summer learning programs should therefore feature a 
variety of high-quality activities and provide academic content through real world 
examples, applications, and experiences, both inside and outside of school (American 
Youth Policy Forum, 2006; C. S. Mott Foundation Committee on After-School Research 
and Practice, 2005; Westmoreland & Little, 2006). 

Moreover, when instructional content, staff, and resources 
reinforce students’ positive self-perceptions, there will be a 
resulting increase in positive social behaviors and academic 
achievement, along with fewer behavioral problems (Durlak et 
al., 2010). 

Program implementation. Effective program implementation 
starts with strong, knowledgeable leaders who can create a 
positive organizational climate. These leaders hire quality 
staff and keep them updated with relevant knowledge 
and skills. They also create open communication among 
afterschool, summer learning, day school, parent, and 
community stakeholders. This relationship-building among 
adult stakeholders is critical to program success. 

Moreover, the one key element that consistently stands out 
in research on high-quality afterschool and summer learning 
programs is the positive relationship between staff and 

students. This relationship is a key determinant of student engagement in school and 
often leads to increased student motivation, higher academic competence, and increased 
valuing of school (Herrera, Grossman, Kauh, Feldman, & McMaken, 2007). 
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Benefits of Positive Staff-Student Relationships
Afterschool and summer learning programs have a number of distinct advantages over 
schools that can foster deeper staff-student relationships. In particular, with fewer 
curricular demands, more time is available in afterschool and summer settings for 
students and staff to form positive relationships. Furthermore, afterschool and summer 
learning programs provide students with access to an expanded network of adults and 
mentors in the community (Rhodes, 2004). 

A study of the LA’s BEST program reveals some 
of the key benefits of these deeper relationships 
with caring adults (Huang et al., 2007). Students 
perceived their relationships with LA’s BEST staff 
as encouraging, positive, and supportive. In turn, 
students perceived themselves as behaving well, 
working hard, and feeling good about the experience 
of learning in school and at LA’s BEST. Students 
who held positive relationships with afterschool 
staff were more likely to be actively engaged in 
the program and, in turn, were more engaged in 
their school during the day. Similarly, students who 
felt supported and encouraged by staff were more 
likely to place a higher value on education and have 
greater aspirations for their futures. 

Bridging School, Afterschool, Summer Learning, and Communities 
to Improve Student Impact 
According to the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory (2003), “After school 
programs need a strong connection to the learning objectives of the school day in order 
to increase student achievement.” This continuity of learning between the school and 
afterschool and summer learning programs is supported theoretically in the work of 
Noam, Biancarosa, and Dechausay (2002). They posit that the “bridging” of school 
and afterschool helps to promote more meaningful academic learning. They find that 
congruity of environments, including congruity of learning goals and teaching styles, is 
associated with increased academic performance in literacy and other academic areas. 
They recommend that program staff communicate with day school teachers about 
homework and other student needs. 

Since family and neighborhood factors are also strong forces in the students’ lives, this 
“connectedness” can be further expanded into students’ families and neighborhood 
communities through family events, internships, and community services. This 
would help students develop civic awareness, a stronger sense of belonging, and the 
characteristics of good citizenship. The Harlem Children’s Zone project exemplifies the 
success of such practices (Dobbie & Fryer, 2011).
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Being a Role Model for Learning and Improving
Finally, to promote lifelong learning for students, afterschool and summer learning 
programs can demonstrate that adults are willing to learn and improve as well. 
Effective programs employ a continuous monitoring system to determine whether they 
are meeting their program goals and to continuously fine-tune program implementation. 

Such evaluations are simple and easy to administer. They generally involve gathering 
data from students, parents, teachers, school administrators, staff, and volunteers (or 
a sample thereof); measuring instructional and implementation adherence to program 
goals; providing feedback to all stakeholders for program improvement; and identifying 
the needs for additional implementation procedures or resources, such as increased 
collaboration, staff, or materials. Figure 1 illustrates the continuous nature of program 
monitoring and evaluation procedures.

Figure 1. Model of the data-based decision-making process.

Summary Recommendations for Policies and Sustainability
The following recommendations will help policymakers and afterschool and summer 
learning program leaders build and sustain high-quality programs. 

•	Recruit quality staff and reduce staff turnover. Although it seems obvious, 
recruiting and retaining high-quality staff is essential to afterschool and 
summer learning program success. In addition to providing equitable salaries, 
benefits, and career advancement opportunities, policymakers and afterschool 
program leaders should establish a recognition program to acknowledge the 
contributions of afterschool staff. Appropriate esteem titles may further help 
afterschool staff fulfill their intrinsic goals. 
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•	Build bridges between school, afterschool, and summer learning programs. 
Programs should include in their goals a specific objective to increase 
collaboration between school day learning and afterschool and summer 
learning experiences. Shared professional development between classroom 
teachers and expanded learning staff may offer opportunities for collaboration. 
School day, afterschool, and summer learning staff may use such opportunities 
to align curricula, enhance student engagement, develop common standards for 
student discipline, and use school data to support curricular decision making. 
This increased alignment and curricular collaboration, however, should not 
result by default in the dilution or elimination of hands-on learning and other 
student engagement, youth development, and relationship-building strategies 
that are also needed to make afterschool and summer learning programs 
effective and well attended.

•	Provide appropriate content, tools, and training. To combat the “digital divide” 
that separates children from low-income families and their more privileged 
peers, and to prepare students with a broad range of 21st-century skills, 
appropriate technology and equipment need to be available at the program 
sites. New 21st-century content, including global awareness as well as 
financial and civic literacy, also needs to be presented. Meanwhile, staff also 
need up-to-date training on the delivery of such curricula and the use of the 
new technologies so that they can fully support students in developing their 
21st-century skills.

•	Establish networking systems. The neighborhood community plays a vital role 
in supporting students’ positive development. Afterschool and summer learning 
programs should be encouraged to recruit and incorporate families, community 
members, and local services into their programs.

Conclusion
A nationwide survey of afterschool program staff explored the reasons that they 
worked in this field. The single most frequent staff response was their desire to make a 
difference in the students’ lives. Because they perceived themselves as having the ability 
to make a difference, staff felt a high sense of efficacy, demonstrated high expectations 
for students, and encouraged their students to succeed (Huang, Cho, Mostafavi, & Nam, 
2008). 

For students coming from disadvantaged environments, having a relationship with 
adults possessing these personal and professional characteristics is particularly 
powerful. Not only do staff have the potential to assist students with personal issues, 
but they also have the power to encourage and instill educational values and high 
aspirations. The establishment of a strong bond between students and staff directly 
influences student engagement in afterschool and summer learning programs and 
also serves as a powerful predictor of student engagement in school. With appropriate 
administrative and instructional content support, this unique relationship may also 
serve as the ideal venue for staff to mentor students in developing their 21st-century 
skills. 
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When afterschool and summer learning programs provide the context for students 
to experience these supportive relationships, include engaging up-to-date content, 
complement and align with but not replicate the school day, and link to families and 
community, students begin to believe in their own efforts and develop the lifelong 
learning skills needed to be productive, global citizens of the 21st century. 

For More Information
•	The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (http://www.p21.org/)

•	National Center for Quality Afterschool (http://www.sedl.org/afterschool/
toolkits/)

•	The Forum for Youth Investment (http://www.forumfyi.org/)
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The America After 3PM study determined that of the 14.3 million children in self-care 
after school, nearly 4 million of them would like to participate in an afterschool program 
if one were available to them in their community (Afterschool Alliance, 2003). In a more 
recent study, it was determined that the number of students in self-care rose from 14.3 
million in 2003 to 15.1 million in 2009, despite greater availability of afterschool care 
(Afterschool Alliance, 2009). This disparity prompted a study to determine to what 
extent the largest nationwide funding source for local afterschool and summer learning 
programs in, or linked to, schools is meeting the demand for requests. 

This potential funding source is the federal 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
initiative. The 21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative, funded by the 
United States Department of Education, supports community learning centers that 
provide academic enrichment opportunities during nonschool hours for children, 
particularly students who attend high-poverty and low-performing schools (U.S. 
Department of Education, n.d.). 

Although it is a federally financed program, state departments of education manage 
the actual competition for funding in their states. Awards are made to local schools or 
community groups (working with local schools) interested in offering educational, youth 
development, and family programming afterschool and during summers. Interestingly, 
the 21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative is the largest federally 
funded education effort that fosters both community-school partnerships and family 
involvement. 
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Because this is such a large and diverse country 
with many different, and often competing, education 
interests in the various states and localities, there 
is a strong need to assess over time the extent of 
the demand for afterschool and summer learning 
opportunities funded by 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers. So the purpose of this study was 
to assess the extent to which state competitions for 
21st Century Community Learning Centers were 
able to meet local requests for funding over the 
past 9 years. Of particular interest were both the 
percentage of grant requests that were funded and 
the total dollar amount of requests funded over these 
years. 

Methodology
In order to determine the number of grant 
applications and recipients for the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers program, the online 
database from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Profile and Performance Information Collection 
System (PPICS) was searched. Queries were 
conducted by competition, by state, from 2002 to 
2010 by year for each year listed below. Therefore, 
the data reported here are as accurate as the data 
held by the PPICS. These queries were conducted 
October–November, 2011. 

Results

•	Between 2002 and 2010, only about one in three applicants for 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers was awarded funding (See Table 1 and Figure 1). 
During this time period 19,638 grant requests were received by 21st Century, 
of which 7,034 were funded (35.82%). 

•	Between 2002 and 2010, nearly $4.3 billion of total requests for 21st Century 
Community Learning Center programming were not funded (see Table 2 and 
Figure 2). During that same time period, over $6.5 billion was requested from 
21st Century funding, of which nearly $2.3 billion (34.85%) was received.

Figure 1 displays the total number of awards requested and received each year between 
2002 and 2010. Figure 2 displays the total amount of money requested and received 
during the same time period.
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Table 1. 21st Century grant number of applications and awards, 2002–2010.1

Year Applicants Awards Percent Awarded

2002 474 140 29.54%

2003 2,836 775 27.33%

2004 3,498 1,389 39.71%

2005 1,397 464 33.21%

2006 1,293 328 25.37%

2007 2,379 895 37.62%

2008 2,510 1,063 42.35%

2009 3,095 1,234 39.87%

2010 2,156 746 34.60%

TOTAL 19,638 7,034 35.82%

Table 2. 21st Century grant application dollar amount requested versus received, 
2002–2010.2

Year Money Requested Money Granted Percent Granted

2002 $149,577,283 $33,879,393 22.65%

2003 $902,930,300 $238,297,883 26.39%

2004 $1,267,895,855 $480,515,709 37.90%

2005 $391,072,195 $97,937,098 25.04%

2006 $405,828,894 $84,254,758 20.76%

2007 $815,515,985 $298,568,650 36.61%

2008 $994,112,531 $454,767,845 45.75%

2009 $1,100,341,496 $392,087,341 35.63%

2010 $553,286,565 $213,230,061 38.54%

TOTAL $6,580,561,103 $2,293,538,738 34.85%

1. The data presented here are part of the Profile and Performance Information Collection System (PPICS) http://ppics.
learningpt.org/ppicsnet/public/default.aspx. According to the PPICS website, “The purpose of this system is to collect basic 
information about 21st CCLC programs across the United States.  PPICS was created in 2003 at the commission of the US 
Department of Education (ED). The system was built to help ED track 21st CCLC programming following the transition from 
federal to state administration, which took place in 2001. Each year, PPICS is used to collect program data from some 3,000 21st 
CCLC grants covering close to 9,000 centers serving 1.5 million student attendees.” 
 
2. Ibid.
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Figure 1. 21st Century grant total number of grants and unfunded requests, 2002–2010

Figure 2. 21st Century grant total amount requested and received, 2002–2010
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Conclusion
Looking across the states over 9 recent years, it is clear that the interest and demand 
has been high and remains steady for 21st Century Community Learning Centers. 

On average, only about one in three grant applications receive funding. From 2002 to 
2010, there were over $4 billion dollars of unfunded 21st Century Community Learning 
Center applications across America.

This high demand and percentage of unfunded applications should not be surprising 
when compared to the two national surveys conducted during this same time period, 
which showed a high interest by families for more quality afterschool programs across 
America.

Given the continuing high interest and demand for 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers, it would make sense to find ways to increase significantly the support and 
resources for school-community partnerships that expand learning after school and 
during the summer across America.
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During the 2010–11 school year, in 98 centers throughout Minnesota, 21,000 youth—
many of whom were struggling in school or at risk—had opportunities to catch up, keep 
up, and get ahead through 21st Century Community Learning Centers.

While all 21st Century Community Learning Centers provide activities designed to 
address the academic needs of the students they serve, they also attend to the physical, 
social, and emotional needs of participants. As research has shown, youth programs 
designed to support social and emotional development can have a positive impact on 
academic performance and improved behavior (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007).

The Minnesota Department of Education has administered the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers initiative since 2002 with federal funds authorized under 
Title IV, Part B, of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001. Across the 
state, 21st Century Community Learning Centers use school-community partnerships 
to offer afterschool, before-school, and summer learning opportunities for students 
attending high-poverty, low-performing schools. 

For those working on 21st Century Community Learning Centers and other similar 
expanded learning initiatives in Minnesota, a collective focus on three elements—
quality improvement, innovation, and results—is deemed essential to success. This 
article will discuss the state’s efforts and progress associated with each of these core 
elements. 
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Promoting Quality and Innovation
A network of strategic partners, including the Minnesota Department of Education 
(MDE) and the University of Minnesota’s Extension Center for Youth Development, 
provides technical assistance, training, and coaching to 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers grantees as they assess their programs and implement quality 
improvement plans. 

Starting in 2006, MDE has engaged in a partnership with the 
Extension Center for Youth Development to offer a technical 
assistance program called Quality Matters. Over the course 
of a year, participants in Quality Matters receive training, 
resource materials, and hands-on support to create and 
sustain environments that are positive places for young people 
to learn and develop. 

In addition to participation in training and technical 
assistance, all 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
grantees are required to include a line item in their 
annual budget to support ongoing quality assessment and 
improvement efforts. Grantees must also provide a summary 
of the results of their quality assessments, as well as a 
summary of their quality improvement plans on their annual 
reports to MDE. These requirements ensure that quality 
assessment and improvement are fully integrated in all 
programs.

MDE promotes innovation by setting high expectations for 
21st Century Community Learning Centers grantees. This 
begins with the grant application. All applicants must describe 
how their proposed program will meet the academic, physical, 
social, and emotional needs of participants. By prioritizing 
a comprehensive program model, in combination with an 
integrated quality assessment and improvement plan, MDE 
pushes applicants to create youth-centered environments 
designed to meet the unique needs of the youth in their 
community.

Another way MDE promotes innovation is by setting high expectations for grantees 
to retain program participants. According to research, young people have larger gains 
across multiple outcomes if they are able to participate frequently and over a sustained 
period of time (Little, Wimer, & Weiss, 2007). Grantees are challenged to develop 
interesting, engaging learning opportunities that will attract and retain participants. 
MDE and its partners provide training and technical assistance to grantees to infuse 
best practices that support retention, including school-community partnerships, 
family engagement (Little et al., 2007) and leadership opportunities for young people 
(Deschenes et al., 2010). 
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Innovative, Effective 21st Century Community Learning Centers 

Division of Indian Work, American Indian Math Project, Minneapolis

The American Indian Math Project (AIMP) is a program run by the Division of Indian 
Work in partnership with Anishinabe Academy, a public magnet school in South 
Minneapolis focused on Native American culture and language. Each component of 
the program is designed to help participants become productive adults by supporting 
their academic, social, and family connections. To achieve this, AIMP applies a 
comprehensive, case-management approach to the program with three key components: 
tutoring 4 days a week, family nights providing academic enrichment at least once a 
month, and recreational activities at least twice a month. 

The program has been highly successful. In 2010–11, 64% of participants improved 
their math grades, and all of the fifth-grade participants were either approaching or 
achieving the math standards. Of the sixth through eighth graders served, 40% had 
end-of-year grades of a C or higher. Additionally, teacher survey data submitted for the 
same year to the U.S. Department of Education’s 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers Profile and Performance Information Collection System showed that over 
half of the students made improvements in academic performance (63%), turned in 
homework on time (62%), completed their homework to the teachers’ satisfaction (58%), 
and behaved well in class (52%) (American Indian Math Project, 2011).

Beacons Program, Minneapolis

Minneapolis is one of six cities participating in the national Beacons Network, 
turning schools into youth centers during the afterschool and summer hours. Each 
year, Beacons serves over 2,500 young people and their families at eight centers in 
the city. Each center works to increase academic achievement, school connectedness, 
the capacity for productive adulthood, and opportunities for youth leadership and 
community engagement by offering a wide variety of programs including service 
learning, leadership training, character and social skills development, arts and cultural 
enrichment, sports and recreation, mentoring, and tutoring. 

The Minneapolis Beacons program has had a positive impact on the academic 
performance of its participants. Youth who participated more than 90 days were 
twice as likely as nonparticipants to be proficient in reading, based on the Minnesota 
Comprehensive Assessment results (Minneapolis Beacons Network, 2011). Over 70% of 
regular attendees had improved academic performance or participation in class (72%), 
according to teacher survey data submitted to the U.S. Department of Education’s 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers Profile and Performance Information Collection 
System for 2010–11.
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Encore, Columbia Heights Public Schools, Colonial Heights

Columbia Heights is a suburban Minneapolis community with a rapidly changing 
population. Columbia Heights Public Schools has used its 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers, called ENCORE, to help meet the needs of a growing body of 
students with limited English proficiency. The ENCORE program provides a unique mix 
of activities focused on the arts, as well as science, technology, engineering, and math 
(STEM). ENCORE participants have shown significant gains, both academically and 
socially. During the 2010–11 school year, 82% of students reported that they learned 
new things and 67% of students stated that the program helped them do better in school 
(ENCORE, 2011). Students reported that the program helped them feel good about 
themselves (89%), get along with others (75%), imagine life as a grownup (68%), talk 
to others when upset (64%), and make healthy choices (62%). Academically, students 
also had great gains. The majority of participants scored at or above grade level in 
reading (65%) and math (70%). Students who attended 30 days or more had the best 
performance, with 80% at grade level or higher in reading, 90% at grade level or higher 
in math, and 73% at grade level or higher in both subjects. English language learners 
were the mostly likely to show improvement and had the greatest gains in comparison 
to other students (ENCORE, 2011). 

McGregor Public Schools, McGregor

Since 2002, McGregor Public Schools, a small rural school district in central Minnesota, 
has been home to a high quality afterschool program that has integrated youth voice as 
a key component of their program design. Program staff in McGregor solicit feedback 
through focus groups and surveys, and they also use a youth advisory board to provide 
input on program design and offerings. Based on the information collected, the program 
has revised its marketing strategies, increased program offerings, and created group 
clubs based on youth-identified interests. 

Participating students have seen academic and social gains. One of the most successful 
offerings has been small-group mentoring, an activity that targets youth who have 
low academic achievement, poor attendance, high incidence of behavioral violations, 
and other indicators of risky behaviors or vulnerability. The groups meet weekly 
to check school progress and participate in recreational activities, enrichment, and 
service projects. Eighty percent of participants in small-group mentoring made gains in 
achievement, decreased behavioral violations, and increased attendance. The program 
has found the greatest academic gains have occurred with multiyear participation. After 
participating in the program for 2 to 3 years, many students have increased their grades 
to a “B” average, or a GPA of 3.00. 
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Improvements in Student Learning  
and Behavior 
Data provided by grantees show that Minnesota’s 
21st Century Community Learning Centers are 
on the right track. In communities across the 
state, large numbers of high-need students have 
increased opportunities to participate and engage 
in learning outside of the classroom. Innovative 
approaches to programming, with an emphasis 
on personal and social development as well as 
academic improvement, are showing promising 
results. Annual performance reporting shows that 
regular participation in 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers has had a positive impact on 
student behaviors. In 2009–10, school day teachers 
reported that 68% of 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers regular attendees (participants 
who attended programming 30 days or more) improved their academic performance. 
Teachers also reported the following improvements in student behavior of regular 
attendees:

•	Completing homework satisfactorily (65%)

•	Participating in class (65%)

•	Turning homework in on time (61%)

•	Being attentive in class (59%)

•	Coming to school motivated to learn (58%)

•	Getting along well with others (55%)

•	Behaving well in class (53%)

•	Attending class regularly (45%)

•	Volunteering for extra credit or responsibility (44%)

Conclusion
The design of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative invites local 
school-community partners to create learning and support opportunities to meet their 
students’ needs. To share and encourage “what works,” the Minnesota Department of 
Education and a coalition of strategic partners, including the University of Minnesota’s 
Extension Center for Youth Development and the state’s afterschool network, provide 
resources, training, and coaching to grantees as they assess their programs with an 
emphasis on quality improvement and innovation. 

This statewide infrastructure of support and collaboration for continuous improvement, 
combined with innovative, local school-community programming and partnerships and a 
focus on results, constitutes a winning combination for quality afterschool opportunities 
and for the children and youth in 21st Century Community Learning Centers.
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Let’s put our minds together and see what life we can make for our children.

                  - Sitting Bull
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The New Hampshire 21st Century Community Learning Centers program currently 
serves 24 communities and more than 10,000 youth across the state. Evaluation data 
show that individual programs serve significant populations of at-risk students who 
can benefit from the rich academic and social supports provided by these programs. In 
particular, 55% of enrolled students are eligible for free or reduced price lunch, 16% are 
eligible for special education services, 8% are Limited English Proficient (LEP), and 32% 
and 40% perform below proficient on the state reading and mathematics assessment, 
respectively. These percentages all exceed statewide averages. 

In evaluation surveys (Russell & Woods, 2012), principals overwhelmingly report that 
the 21st Century Community Learning Centers contributed to 

•	improved social skills for students (97%); 

•	improved literacy skills (90%); and

•	improved math skills (86%).



 
 
The strength of New 
Hampshire’s 21st 
Century Community 
Learning Centers 
program lies in the 
quality and dedication 
of its local program 
sites and its ability to 
function cohesively 
towards common goals 
and shared outcomes. 
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Evaluation findings (Russell and Woods, 2012) also revealed that students reported

•	high levels of satisfaction with the program,

•	high levels of satisfaction with engagement in learning, 

•	high levels of satisfaction with the positive interactions with staff and their 
peers in programs, and

•	high levels of satisfaction with an emphasis on skill-and mastery-focused 
activities. 

Through a close-knit and well-networked set of program 
grantees, New Hampshire has created a foundation and 
support structure to meet the needs of children and their 
families across the state, as well as to maximize resources and 
opportunities for educational innovation through expanding 
learning time after school and during the summers. Two 
specific ways that New Hampshire is accomplishing this 
include building a collaborative community and constructing 
statewide data collection systems for program improvement.

Building a Community
The strength of New Hampshire’s 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers program lies in the quality and dedication 
of its local program sites and its ability to function cohesively 
towards common goals and shared outcomes. Recognized by its 
peers nationwide as consisting of a remarkably well-networked 
and cohesive group of local grantees, the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers program in New Hampshire is 
founded on a community of shared interest and aspirations 
and is grounded in a strong belief that the potential for 
greatness is far greater when implementation begins from 
a place of shared strength. This core principle resonates at 
each level—among staff at each site and among sites across 
the state—thus creating opportunities for shared learning, 

collaborative problem solving, and a team-based approach to creating high quality 
afterschool opportunities for youth, families, and communities. Building this community 
of shared interest and strength has been accomplished intentionally over the past 10 
years through the implementation of deliberate strategies and actions.

At the state level, local program directors meet bimonthly with 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers state coordinators to launch initiatives, receive 
information, network, and share challenges and opportunities regarding their 
individual and statewide programs. Meetings often begin with a protocol facilitated 
by an experienced program director to encourage sharing and building personal and 
professional connections among the participants. Directors are often invited formally 
or informally to discuss the various processes, approaches, and resolutions they have 
developed in response to cross-cutting challenges or issues. As a result, they come 



 
We like roundtables at 
conferences because 
we learn so much from 
each other.

- 21st Century 
Community Learning 
Centers Coordinator
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to know each other’s strengths and are comfortable looking to each other for 
support. This opens the door for a variety of grassroots support strategies 
including mentorships, peer site visits, and regional collaboration for professional 
development and advocacy events, such as Lights On Afterschool—a nationwide 
effort led by the Afterschool Alliance to build understanding and support for 
quality afterschool programs. 

A formalized network of site coordinators has been established to create a 
platform for those managing day-to-day operations to connect. This group, 
facilitated by one of the current 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
program directors, meets regularly, up to five times per year. The agenda 
includes professional development training, as well 
as opportunities to share and distribute program 
resources, strategies for resolving day-to-day 
program challenges, and curriculum ideas. Both 
the format and the topics are generated internally, 
based on the self-identified needs of the participants. 
Additionally, the site coordinator network hosts an 
annual showcase highlighting successful clubs and 
program strategies. Though optional, each of these 
meetings attracts over half of the site coordinators 
who state that these are a highly valued resource. 

This kind of networking and capacity-building 
also occurs at a multistate/regional level. New 
Hampshire’s state coordinators are members of the 
New England regional network that meets quarterly 
to share successes and resources, strategize around 
shared challenges, and identify opportunities to 
collaborate on common goals and initiatives. These 
meetings have established strong relationships of 
support in which the coordinators serve as resources 
for each other, both in and outside of these formal meetings to address their 
needs and challenges. The regional structure also provides a venue to share 
policies, strategies, and initiatives, including, for example, evaluation strategies, 
competition processes, and opportunities for innovation. It also generates 
opportunities to collaborate on professional development, funding opportunities, 
and regional partnerships with external stakeholders. 

Collaborative Leadership
New Hampshire’s success in building a community of best practice among its 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers sites is not solely a product of collegial 
relationships and partnering. Rather, it also involves a process of collaborative 
leadership in which the members share a vision and responsibility for improving 
the work. 
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learning opportunities to 
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New Hampshire’s Record of Successes

Anytime-Anywhere Learning: High level partnerships lead to education 
reform

Anytime-Anywhere Learning is a keystone for education reform in New Hampshire. 
In 2005 the State Board of Education established mastery of course competencies as 
the standard for earning high school credit, rather than mere seat time. The board also 
included the flexible use of time and place in the state’s School Approval Standards, 
which allowed for extended learning opportunities to become an alternate pathway 
for credit toward graduation for high school students. Subsequently, in 2006, New 
Hampshire was awarded a Supporting Student Success grant through the National 
Governor’s Association and Council of Chief State School Officers with C.S. Mott 
Foundation funding. This grant supported the formation of high-level partnerships to 
implement extended learning opportunities. Building on this collaboration among the 
Governor’s Office, the New Hampshire Department 
of Education, and PlusTime New Hampshire (the 
state’s afterschool network), Supporting Students 
Success Through Extended Learning Opportunities 
was launched as a 3-year pilot program at four 
high schools in 2007 with funding from the Nellie 
Mae Education Foundation. These sites, in turn, 
shared their knowledge and expertise with newly 
designated 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers high school sites, as well as other high 
schools throughout the state. The 21st Century 
Community Learning Center program application 
for new funding now includes extended learning 
opportunities as an option at funded high school 
sites.

Building on the successes of this pilot, the State 
Board of Education is proposing that it be a requirement, not an option, for all high 
schools to offer extended learning opportunities to their students. Students throughout 
New Hampshire would be able to earn credit towards graduation via individual or group 
competency-based learning opportunities designed in collaboration with community 
partners and highly qualified teachers. These activities could include designing and 
implementing a research study with the local hospital, developing a marketing plan for 
the neighborhood farm stand, or teaching a dance class for the local preschoolers. 

New Hampshire’s summer conference 

It is through this collaborative style that the state’s 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers annual summer conference is planned. Each year a group of 6–8 program 
directors volunteer to work with the state coordinators to identify the content and 
structure the conference. From identifying topic areas and recruiting presenters to 
coordinating the schedule and conference format, the directors are heavily involved 
in ensuring that the conference meets the needs of their school and community 
administrators, their peers, and their direct staff. 



57Expanding Minds And Opportunities | A Growing Nationwide Infrastructure for Quality, Expansion, and Partnerships

Local program directors as a statewide asset

Local program directors have become an asset statewide in helping address larger 
education reform issues. Directors actively participate on state-level advisory 
committees pertaining to the 21st Century Community Learning Centers program and 
the other education-related issues, including evaluation and data systems, the Child 
and Adult Care Food Program Advisory Council, New Hampshire Children’s Alliance, 
and Extended Day. These professionals serve not only as representatives, giving voice 
to the interests and potential impacts on their programs, but also serve as key problem 
solvers and strategists. Their creative thinking, out-of-the box ideas, and on-the-ground 
experience provide insight and motivation for a new level of innovation. Through 
this process they are developing increased professional capacity and are honing their 
leadership skills.

Program improvement 

One of the most important resources in program improvement and growth is the ability 
to use data to inform the strategies, policies, and practices. This capacity is being 
developed in a three-pronged approach:

1.	 Evaluation design. A new statewide evaluation with an external evaluator was 
launched in the spring of 2012. The new evaluation system was designed to 
streamline data collection and increase consistency across programs. Survey 
data previously captured at the local level has been integrated into the statewide 
evaluation, allowing programs to compare their progress with state-level 
aggregates while minimizing duplication of effort. Additionally, capitalizing on 
existing state-level online data collection systems has significantly expanded local 
capacity by eliminating time consuming data entry and providing immediate 
access to results.  
 
Maintaining a collaborative approach, the state coordinators and program 
directors have come together in an effort to identify what data is currently 
being collected, where, and how; how existing data systems interact; and what 
information can be extrapolated. The goal has been to identify the resources and 
opportunities currently available for programs to assess their impact and to think 
critically about how to use this data to map out a path of continued progress and 
increased youth outcomes. 

2.	 Constructing statewide data collection systems. Efforts to integrate 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers program information into existing data systems 
have increased significantly. In addition to developing a process to upload 
21st Century Community Learning Centers participation data into the state 
Department of Education’s data warehouse, programs have increased use of the 
national PPICs1 and New Hampshire’s own Performance Pathways. The aim has 
been to extract meaningful data and reports that can be used both internally, to 
support program development and quality, and also to be able to share program 
successes with stakeholders in a way that clearly demonstrates the impact and 
value added to the community.



 
A man is called 
selfish not for 
pursuing his own 
good, but for 
neglecting his 
neighbor’s. 
- Richard Whately
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3.	 Program improvement. This new system also links to existing educational data 
sources, allowing for deeper and more meaningful analysis of the social and 
academic impacts of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers at both the 
state and local levels and across a variety of programmatic and demographic 
characteristics. As a result, this evaluation not only enhances the ability of the 
state and local programs to assess program successes and identify opportunities 
for improvement but also establishes a unified system that streamlines data 
collection, minimizes data burden, and capitalizes on existing systems to 
maximize the availability of data at the state and local level.

Conclusion
The 21st Century Community Learning Centers program 
in New Hampshire has all the essential elements of 
successful expanded learning programs—providing enriching 
programming to youth during high-risk hours, a focus on 
increased academic success, and targeted professional 
development for afterschool professionals. Yet, what 
makes New Hampshire’s efforts distinctive are strong 
networking, collaborative leadership, capacity-building, and 
an evaluation design linked to the development of state-
level data collection systems that can be mined to inform 
improved program development. 

Because of these successes, more young people are receiving 
more quality learning opportunities, and the 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers initiative is also regarded as an important state asset by serving as a learning 
lab and resource for other efforts to improve educational outcomes for many more 
children and youth across New Hampshire. 
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In 2011, Oregon’s legislature affirmed a clear and 
ambitious education goal for the state, known as the 
“40-40-20” goal. This goal states that by 2025, 40% of 
adult Oregonians will hold a bachelor’s or advanced 
degree, 40% will have an associate’s degree or a 
meaningful postsecondary certificate, and all adult 
Oregonians will hold a high school diploma or 
equivalent—including the remaining 20% who will 
likely choose not to pursue post-secondary education 
beyond a high school diploma. Leaders across 
the state have been working to advance Oregon’s 
educational attainment rates, but the passage of the 
goal into law through Oregon Senate Bill 253 has 
prompted a new drive for action and change.

Against that backdrop, Oregon’s 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers have been working to 
increase academic achievement to enable students 
to close the achievement gap. Every year more than 
25,000 students attend 128 centers located in areas 
of high poverty across the state of Oregon. According 
to a 2011–12 report by Learning Point Associates, 
teachers report that
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•	�72% of the attendees in the 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
afterschool programs improved in their academic performance, and

•	�2/3 increased their rates of homework completion (Learning Point Associates, 
2012). 

The passage of Senate Bill 253 has now intensified the necessity of offering even stronger 
academically based programs, along with enrichment activities that expand students’ 
intellectual and developmental horizons. So it is more important than ever that Oregon’s 
afterschool programs learn from and use current research to make improvements.

Expanded Learning Opportunities and Time
Building systems of support and sustainability, while ensuring quality programming, is 
the overriding mission of Oregon’s 21st Century Community Learning Centers office at 
the Oregon Department of Education (ODE). Oregon’s expanded learning activities and 
enrichment services, implemented by local programs and community partners, provide 
students with rich learning experiences that prepare them for success in college, in the 
workplace, and as citizens.

Outcomes of expanded learning time depend on many factors, including how effectively 
the extra time and opportunities are used and to whom they are directed. As Silva (2007) 
points out, 

Research shows that extending the right kind of time to the students who need it 
most can improve student learning and effectively close the achievement gap between 
poor and minority students and their more affluent peers…But the preponderance 
of evidence on extending time in schools suggests that the benefits of adding to the 
school day or year are by no means certain or universal (p. 9). 

Programs that focus on specific, predetermined academic and social outcomes tend to have 
a greater impact than those that focus too narrowly on academic outcomes or, alternately, 
those that lack focus or specified outcome goals. Programs are most successful when they 
offer a variety of structured, age-appropriate choices, when the environment is supportive, 
and when the experience is not perceived as punitive. According to a 2005 RAND 
Corporation report, nine common characteristics are associated with high-quality, effective 
out-of-school-time programs:

•	a clear mission 

•	high expectations and positive social norms 

•	a safe and healthy environment 

•	a supportive emotional climate 

•	a small total enrollment 

•	stable, trained personnel 

•	appropriate content and pedagogy, relative to the children’s needs and the 
program’s mission, with opportunities to engage 

•	integrated family and community partners

•	frequent assessments (Bodilly & Beckett, 2005, p. xv)
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Given the emerging research on afterschool program quality and its relationship 
to outcomes, it is clear that…quality afterschool programs also share the following 
features: appropriate supervision and structure, an environment that fosters positive 
youth-adult relationships, intentional programming with opportunities for autonomy 
and choice, and good relationships among the various settings in which program 
participants spend their day (Little, 2007, p. 8).

In the Oregon Department of Education, efforts are being made to increase sustained 
participation in well-designed afterschool programs because studies have shown that all 
children, particularly disadvantaged children, may gain a host of benefits that lead to 
better overall educational outcomes. Many of these are also building blocks specifically 
to improve student achievement. (See Durlak and Weissberg’s article elsewhere in 
this volume, which finds that broad-based, quality programs have a positive effect on 
achievement and test scores.) 

Oregon’s Leading Indicators for Program Quality
Based on the growing research and evaluation studies that show afterschool and 
summer programs can and do make a positive difference, the Oregon 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers Program, in collaboration with the Oregon Leading 
Indicators Advisory Group; long-time partner Oregon Afterschool for Kids Network 
(Oregon ASK); and staff at the American Institutes for Research, developed leading 
indicators for program quality and continuous improvement. 

The following are Oregon’s defined leading indicators by category: 

Collaboration and Partnership

•	Partners associated with the center are actively involved in planning, decision 
making, evaluating, and supporting the operations of the afterschool program.

•	Staff from partner organizations are meaningfully involved in the provision of 
activities at the center.

•	Staff at the center will be engaged in intentional efforts to collaborate and 
communicate frequently about ways to improve program quality.

•	Steps are taken by the center to establish linkages to the school day and use 
data on student academic achievement to inform programming.

Staff

•	Staff at the center are provided with training and/or professional 
development.

•	Staff at the center complete one or more self-assessments during the 
programming period.

•	Staff at the center are periodically evaluated/assessed during the  
program period.



 
 
The strategic alignment 
of extended learning 
opportunities with 
school-day academic 
programs increases 
program effectiveness 
and the quality of each 
child’s experience in 
afterschool programs.
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Intentionality in Student Program Offerings

•	There is evidence of alignment between (a) program objectives relative to 
supporting youth development, (b) student needs, and (c) program philosophy/
model and the frequency/extent to which key opportunities and supports are 
provided to youth.

•	There is evidence of alignment between (a) program objectives relative to 
the academic development of students, (b) student needs, and (c) program 
philosophy/model and activities being provided at the center.

•	There is evidence of intentionality in activity and session design among staff 
responsible for the delivery of activities intended to support student growth 
and development in mathematics and reading/language arts.

Intentionality in Family Program Offerings 

•	Steps are taken by the center to reach out and communicate with parents and 
adult family members of participating students.

•	There is evidence of alignment between (a) program objectives relative to 
supporting family literacy and related development, (b) family needs, and (c) 
program philosophy/model and activities being provided at the center.

These indicators demonstrate clear connections that school day and data analysis 
are key elements on the path to strengthening the capacity and quality of afterschool 
programs statewide.

Initiatives for Student Success in 
Strategic Areas
With a strong foundation in the basics of systems 
building, 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers program grantees are required to integrate 
statewide programs in the areas of reading and 
math, with additional options for federally funded 
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 
and English language acquisition initiatives that 
match their program and community partners’ vision 
of desired program outcomes. Describing measures of 
growth for anticipated student academic and social 
outcomes has become a critical part of program 
quality and improvement. The strategic alignment 
of extended learning opportunities with school day 
academic programs increases program effectiveness 
and the quality of each child’s experience in 
afterschool programs.
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The primary academic initiative for 2011–12 was provided with support from Oregon’s 
STEM leadership team. A two-phase program, emphasizing regional partnerships and 
professional development for paid and volunteer staff resulted in 25 of the 31 grantees 
receiving approved STEM implementation grants. Five of the implementing programs 
also qualified for professional development STEM grants. The outcomes included 
increased student access to technology, science, math, and engineering during the 
extended learning time offered afterschool and during the summer, as well as increased 
teacher training for improved program quality. What follows are two examples of 
program successes in Oregon with the STEM initiative: Salem-Keizer Education 
Foundation and Springfield Public School Afterschool Programs.

There is growing enthusiasm for Salem-Keizer Education Foundation’s (SKEF) 
successful school gardens program, which is one component of their 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers’ STEM offerings. In partnership with the Oregon 
Department of Agriculture, Marion-Polk Food Share, Life Source, and countless 
volunteers, students are tending to their school gardens on a daily basis and are 
enjoying the harvest for lunch. The program will open a new aquaponic greenhouse 
during the winter of 2012–13. SKEF is also the first program in Oregon to implement 
Mouse Squad, a nationally acclaimed program that creates technology-based 
opportunities for student success in today’s information society.

For the past 5 years, Springfield Public School Afterschool Programs have provided 
students in grades 1–12 with a variety of hands-on STEM programs. Building bridges 
between school-day and out-of-school-time instruction, the Hamlin Middle School STEM 
Summer Program offered three 1-week robotics sessions in July 2012. At Springfield 
High School, afterschool students in the Music Recording Studio learn songwriting, 
basic music theory, digital audio engineering, beat production and studio management. 
They write their own lyrics and sing and record their own songs. Springfield’s 
afterschool classes are designed to support quality academic and career-related 
experiences while sparking students’ imagination and creativity.

New Emphasis on Program Sustainability
Since the system of 21st Century Community Learning Centers programs across Oregon 
anticipates a decline in funding rates in the coming years, program sustainability has 
become a focus of program quality planning. Importantly, to build broader ownership for 
sustainability, the Oregon Department of Education recently provided funding for the 
statewide afterschool alliance affiliate OregonASK to present a statewide webinar for 
all 21st Century Community Learning Centers grantees on program sustainability. The 
Finance Project, based in Washington, DC, facilitated the webinar. 

Currently 11 Oregon 21st Century Community Learning Centers grantees are working 
through an intensive program of sustainability planning exercises facilitated by 
OregonASK Americorps/VISTA volunteers. Building a local sustainability team is the 
launching point for the great work of Oregon’s programs to continue into 2012–13, 
resulting in a strategy for the inevitable reduced levels of state funding as the programs 
mature.
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Conclusion
Oregon’s statewide infrastructure of support and collaboration to provide academic 
enrichment opportunities for students, coupled with the innovation of local district 
programs and partners, create a powerful combination of quality afterschool services 
and supports for Oregon youth in 21st Century Community Learning Center programs. 
These programs will contribute significantly to the achievement of Oregon’s 40-40-20 
goal, and they are a tremendous learning resource for many struggling students across 
the state.
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Strengthening Out-of-School-Time 
Initiatives to Support Student 
Success: The Role of United 
Way in Afterschool, Weekends, 
and Summer Learning

Ayeola Fortune 
Director of Education Initiatives, 
United Way Worldwide

Any effort to improve education must factor in the reality that students spend only 
20% of their time in school (Davis & Farbman, 2002). Boosting youths’ opportunity for 
success—in school, work, and life—must therefore include a robust strategy for using 
out-of-school time to expand learning opportunities. 

This strategy must include a shared vision, collaboration, 
aligned activities, and collective action among all sectors 
to reach our youth with high quality, well-designed, and 
well-implemented afterschool, summer, and weekend 
programs. 

This is an issue that matters to United Way. Education is a 
priority for our network of 1,200 state and local United Ways. 
Working with our partners at the national, state, and local 
level, we want to cut the number of high school dropouts—
currently 1.3 million students every year (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2010)—in half. Quality afterschool and 
summer programs can address the very factors (such as poor 
attendance, failing grades, misbehavior, very low test scores, 
and disengagement from schools) that have been linked to 
dropping out (Hammond, Linton, Smink, & Drew, 2007). 

That means ensuring that meaningful supports and 
opportunities exist for all children—especially children from 
disadvantaged families—from birth through young adulthood. 
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It also means seizing every opportunity. United Way network surveys have found that 
some 95% of local United Ways fund out-of-classroom learning, but far fewer actually 
collaborate strategically with program providers and other key stakeholders to develop 
a system of well-placed, quality afterschool, weekend and summer learning programs 
that strategically capture the energy of many different providers and build strong 
school-community-family partnerships. 

As program funders, United Ways have a unique opportunity to help advance

•	academic enrichment and supports that expand learning in engaging ways 
after the school day ends and during the summer and that do not merely 
provide youth with “more of the same” from the typical school day;

•	opportunities for youth to build personal skills, cultivate new interests, and 
develop meaningful relationships with peers and supportive adults; and

•	opportunities for youth to engage in constructive extracurricular activities that 
support learning and development.

Yet, communities also need systemic approaches to address ongoing challenges around 
access, quality, participation, alignment, coordination, and sustainability. 

United Ways are respected as community conveners, communicators, connectors, and 
funders. Increasingly, they are using their considerable capacity to fill these roles in 
their communities to help individuals and institutions better understand and fully 
realize the potential of afterschool, summer, and weekend programs to improve student 
success. They are mobilizing the community around expanding quality afterschool and 
summer learning programs, while working to deepen and strengthen existing efforts to 
ensure that community and school-based programs are high quality, relevant, engaging, 
age appropriate, accessible, and effectively targeted to serve those most in need.

That is happening across the country. In Boston, the United Way of Massachusetts Bay 
and Merrimack County brought together key stakeholders to examine the challenge, 
to plan, and then to act in alignment. The group fielded a survey on existing youth 
assets, developed summer literacy and employment programs, and organized a donated 
playground in a housing development. 

The aim was to maintain or increase student reading skills, build the capacity of 
afterschool and summer staff, and increase school partnerships and family engagement. 
The coalition (involving three United Ways) integrated literacy into expanded learning 
time programs in underperforming school districts, targeting more than 1,800 youth in 
seven communities. Some 68 hours of training for 100 staff helped integrate language 
and literacy into out-of-school-time learning, bring school and program staff together to 
learn from each other, and improve school-program-family partnerships.

Results for the Boston Summer Literacy Initiative showed that 85% of the participating 
youth tested better than expected—with 68% showing academic gains, according to a 
study commissioned by the MA Department of Early Education and Care (Love, 2011). 
Youth read more, improved their vocabulary and reading comprehension, and improved 
their attitudes toward reading. 
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In Austin, Texas, the United Way for Greater Austin 
made community engagement a focus of its expanded 
learning time work, including youth focus groups 
that informed an action agenda. Afterschool, school 
community partnerships, and family involvement 
were incorporated as a cornerstone of the United 
Way’s new Middle School Matters initiative, a 
partnership with 16 agencies, including expanded 
learning time providers, to provide tutoring, parent 
education, mentoring, and after-school programs in 
the three lowest-performing schools. 

Leveraging both organizational and individual 
partnerships is the “sweet spot” for many United 
Ways. These organizations are uniquely positioned 
in communities to support afterschool and summer 
learning coalitions by tapping

•	their ability to reach across sectors (e.g., local government, schools, cultural 
and philanthropic institutions, faith and community-based organizations, 
non-profit agencies); 

•	their annual workplace campaigns that engage individual donors; 

•	and their strong business relationships. 

For example, as part of United Way’s national call to action to recruit one million 
education volunteers, United Ways are recruiting employees of local businesses as 
mentors and tutors for youth who may not have adult role models. By identifying and 
developing these mentors, volunteers, and tutors from the business community—and by 
regarding them appropriately as “second-shift caring adults” or “community teachers”—
United Ways can give added significance and attention to this vitally important 
community learning resource.

In Grand Rapids, the Heart of West Michigan United Way is bringing the community 
together around 900 struggling students in its most disadvantaged neighborhoods. 
Some 1,200 community volunteers work one-on-one in the Schools of Hope initiative, 
with more than 60 companies giving their employees paid time off to mentor or tutor 
after school. The strategy is paying off, as kids are gaining academic and other skills.

Driving systemic improvements in afterschool, summer, and weekend programs 
requires understanding what works and replicating success. Since 2008, with the 
support of JCPenney, United Way Worldwide invested in out-of-school-time initiatives 
in 10 communities. These pilots have dug deep to strengthen existing, or build new, 
expanded learning time coalitions; map the availability and quality of programs in their 
communities; address the gaps in data, services, and opportunities; and engage key 
constituencies (for example, youth, parents, teachers) to get a better sense of needed 
supports.

Collectively, these learnings suggest that United Ways can significantly strengthen 
these efforts in their communities by taking these steps:
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•	Map the expanded learning time landscape. Without knowing where quality 
afterschool, weekend, and summer learning assets are located and needed, 
good and informed decisions are impossible. Many communities begin without 
a clear understanding of where the programs are, who they serve, and what 
kinds of outcomes they are producing. Gaining this understanding can be 
transformative, identifying unmet needs and galvanizing support.

•	Measure program quality. Many programs do not have a way to assess their 
own impact and quality. Programs often use different approaches to show 
impact, so comparisons cannot be made. United Ways can help develop 
a common language and understanding of quality across programs. As 
funders, United Ways can invest in quality improvement approaches that 
tie professional development to specific areas that need support. There is 
a growing body of research that is finding factors that are linked to better 
program results.

•	Leverage passion to develop professionals. People working in youth 
development are very passionate, but they often operate in isolation. 
Participating in professional convenings can therefore be an important way 
to generate an enhanced sense of professionalism. Also, connecting youth 
development professionals and community volunteers with educators and 
schools can produce more engaging, interesting, and quality afterschool, 
weekend, and summer programs. This takes thoughtful and focused 
collaborative planning among schools and community teachers or second-
shift caring professionals. United Ways can insist on, fund, and help lead such 
collaboration.

•	Create and coordinate an aligned network. “Connecting the dots” within 
a community matters. It is crucial to coordinate services to close gaps, 
avoid duplication, and demonstrate contributions of many community 
stakeholders. United Ways have relationships with stakeholders—providers, 
schools, community and faith-based organizations, arts and cultural groups, 
colleges, businesses, etc.—that can be leveraged to create stronger alignment, 
coordination, and communication.

Achieving all of this requires a systemic, big-picture approach that is not piecemeal or 
focused on individual programs. 

That means we must ensure a shared community vision and coordinated action—along 
with mutual accountability, sustained effort, and measured results—across a diverse 
coalition. It means working collaboratively on communitywide and community-based 
strategies that can drive real change. Finally, it means bringing people from all walks 
of life together to work in meaningful ways—not just giving but also advocating and 
volunteering—to advance these community strategies. 

“Driving with data” is critical. In Jacksonville, Florida, the United Way of Northeastern 
Florida and its partners used local data, experts, and community conversations to 
create Achievers for Life, an effort to target struggling middle schoolers who showed 
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attendance, behavior, and self-esteem problems (based on school data). Key strategies 
included improving the quality and availability of out-of-school-time supports and 
employing Family Advocates to work with families. After one year, participants showed 
a 31% boost in GPA (United Way of Northeast Florida, 2008).

These are the kinds of creative partnerships and results that United Ways want 
to achieve in every community. The following are some suggestions for community 
organizations seeking to work with United Ways:

•	Attend United Way events and introduce yourself and your work. United Ways 
staff members meet many people this way that they would not otherwise know.

•	Invite local United Way staff to your events and to see your program. United 
Ways spend a lot of time doing this to understand emerging best practices/
programs that might be off their radar.

•	Ask about ways to get involved and who else you should get to know. United 
Ways have a good vantage point in the community and can help facilitate 
introductions to others.

•	Share program outcomes and the demographics of the populations you serve. 
This way, United Ways can better align resources to meet needs.

•	Be a liaison to the communities you serve. This will help United Ways 
understand how best to help bring resources to that neighborhood or 
community.

•	Advocate and educate the public on important community, state, and national 
issues concerning education, income, and health.

Conclusion
Evidence continues to mount that quality afterschool, weekend, and summer 
programming can turn out-of-school time into a positive learning opportunity, helping 
constructively fill the 80% of waking hours that young people are not in school. 
These expanded learning opportunities can also help address some of the key factors 
contributing to young people dropping out of school, including absenteeism, behavioral 
problems, and poor course performance. To leverage this time in a cost-effective manner 
requires bold, and often new, community-school collaborations, taking advantage of 
the many youth-serving organizations and volunteers who are interested in working 
with children and youth, as well as applying school resources in some new ways in the 
expanded learning time and space.

We know that “more of the same” is expensive and unlikely to make much difference. 
New partnerships, new ways of working, and new levels of collaboration are 
needed. Because of the United Ways’ broad reach in the community—active in 1,200 
communities and in relationship with 50,000 employers—they can be a vitally 
important, positive force to support and drive the expansion of engaging learning 
opportunities after school hours and during summers and weekends by working closely 



70 Expanding Minds And Opportunities | A Growing Nationwide Infrastructure for Quality, Expansion, and Partnerships

with schools, community organizations, and volunteers. It is imperative that community 
and youth-serving organizations, schools, and voluntary organizations work together 
with their United Ways to capitalize systemically on the power of expanded learning 
after school, during the summers, and over weekends. Working in new ways to generate 
new, more engaged learning and positive youth development opportunities can help 
dramatically improve the odds for success for many of America’s youth. 

For More Information
Please contact your local United Way’s community impact staff. Contact information is 
usually on its website, or track down your United Way at http://www.liveunited.org.
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School-Community Learning 
Partnerships: Essential to 
Expanded Learning Success

Priscilla Little
Research and Strategy Consultant

For the past decade the 21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative 
has asked schools to work in partnership with community- and faith-based 
organizations to support children’s learning during the hours after school and 
during the summertime. Consequently, there has been tremendous growth 
across the nation in intentional efforts to forge meaningful partnerships 
between schools and afterschool and summer programs. 

Increasingly, the field is recognizing that these partnerships are essential to 
efforts to expand when, where, how, and what students learn (Little, 2011). 
This article begins with an overview of the benefits of school-community 
partnerships to students, schools, and community organizations. It then 
examines the role of partnerships in the 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers initiative, reviewing national data on the numbers and kinds of 
partners that 21st Century Community Learning Centers nationwide are 
engaging with to support student success. The article concludes with a 
discussion of four features of effective learning partnerships.



Using Partners to Complement Program Offerings

Being a Lifelong Achiever Starts Today (BLAST) is a 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
initiative program in Atlanta, Georgia. It has an effective collaboration with Atlanta Memorial 
Hospital and New Attitudes Health and Fitness Center. Students are taught and mentored to 
help improve their lifestyle by making dietary changes and exercising properly and regularly. 
Students have access to a full array of health professionals and services at the center and can 
participate in a 10-week wellness program. At the end of the 10-week course, known as “The 
Body Shop,” the student who has made the greatest transformation receives a New Attitudes 
membership. This membership provides access to the entire wellness and fitness center for one 
year. Many students also learn how to swim and overcome their fear of the water. Since there is 
no community pool or community gym available, this partnership has made resources available 
to students that would otherwise not be available to them (Manhattan Strategy Group, 2011).
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The Benefits of School-Community Partnerships
When schools and community organizations work together to support learning, 
everyone benefits. Partnerships can serve to strengthen, support, and even 
transform individual partners, resulting in improved program quality, more efficient 
use of resources, and better alignment of goals and curricula (Harvard Family 
Research Project, 2010). 

First and foremost, learning partnerships can support student outcomes (see, for 
example, Little, Wimer, & Weiss, 2008). For example, the Massachusetts Afterschool 
Research Study found that afterschool programs with stronger relationships 
with school teachers and principals were more successful at improving students’ 
homework completion, homework effort, positive behavior, and initiative. This may 
be because positive relationships with schools can foster high quality, engaging, and 
challenging activities, along with promoting staff engagement (Miller, 2005).

In addition to supporting student learning directly, partnerships can have additional 
benefits to students and their families. They can

•	provide continuity of services across the day and year, easing school 
transitions and promoting improved attendance in after school programs;

•	facilitate access to a range of learning opportunities and developmental 
supports, providing opportunities for students and teachers alike to 
experiment with new approaches to teaching and learning;

•	facilitate information sharing about specific students to best support 
individual learning; and 

•	provide family members with alternative entry points into the school day to 
support their student’s learning.



Community Partners Can Support School Partners

Roger Williams, a Title I School in Providence, Rhode Island, is one of three anchor schools for 
a wide range of afterschool programs in the South Side/West End AfterZone supported and 
coordinated by the Providence After School Alliance (PASA). While Roger Williams struggles 
to make AYP, its partnership with PASA, city agencies, and community-based organizations to 
expand afterschool services has contributed to improved school performance. The partnership 
with PASA has played a critical role in improving the scale and quality of afterschool services 
at Roger Williams, currently reaching more than 360 youth in 45 different programs. Funding 
and staffing support from PASA has provided resources to expand academic and enrichment 
program options and double the number of participants. PASA also improves program 
quality by supporting partnerships with high quality providers that include community- based 
organizations, individual instructors, the school district, and the local police department 
(Providence After School Alliance, internal communication, 2011).
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Learning partnerships can also greatly benefit schools. They can

•	complement the academic curriculum with a wider range of services and 
activities, particularly enrichment and arts activities that may not available 
during the school day;

•	support transitions across the school years, particularly the critical middle 
to high school transition, which research indicates is a key predictor of high 
school graduation (Neild, Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007);

•	reinforce concepts taught in school without replicating the school day, often 
exposing classroom teachers working in the after school program to new 
pedagogies;

•	improve school culture and community image through exhibitions and 
performances that help “shine the light” on students whose talents may not be 
apparent in the classroom; and

•	gain access to mentors, afterschool staff, and other resources to support in‐
school learning and improve the teaching and learning in the classroom itself.

Finally, learning partnerships with schools can strengthen and support community 
partners. They can

•	help gain access to and recruit groups of students most in need of support 
services;

•	improve program quality and staff engagement, particularly when there is 
crossover between school and community organization staff;

•	foster better alignment of programming to support a shared vision for 
learning, one which aligns curriculum to support state and local standards; 
and

•	maximize resource use such as facilities, staff, data, and curriculum. 



School Day Staff Can Support Student and Staff Recruitment Efforts 

The City Day Extended Academy Mentoring Program is a 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers initiative program in Salt Lake City, Utah. To create cohesion between the school-
day and afterschool programs, school day teachers are highly involved in the planning and 
implementation of programs, and all afterschool staff must follow the same policies and 
procedures regardless of site. Staff are recruited for specific roles within the programs. The 
Project Director creates a list of required qualifications for particular programs that principals 
must heed when hiring afterschool staff. Along with the Project Director’s recommendations, 
consulting teachers in the district complete staff observations and provide a list of individuals 
who have demonstrated skills and characteristics that may be well suited to the afterschool 
program. Principals make a concerted effort to hire program staff who have been with the 
district for 3 or more years and who have appropriate professional licenses; new teachers, or 
those changing grade levels, are not actively recruited in order to allow them sufficient time to 
get acclimated before gaining additional responsibility within the district (Manhattan Strategy 
Group, 2011).
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The Role of Partnerships in 21st Century  
Community Learning Centers
Partnerships are a critical component of 21st Century Community Learning Centers, 
and each year since 2006 the number of partners has continued to grow.  By 2010, 
the 3,450 funded grantees engaged over 30,000 partners, with an average of almost 
9 partners per grantee. Community-based organizations were the most common 
partners in 2010, almost three times higher than any other type of partner. For-profit 
corporations and school districts were the second and third most utilized partners, with 
colleges and universities also playing a main partnership role.

Partners perform a number of important roles: They offer programming, provide 
in-kind services, and provide paid and volunteer staffing (see Table 1). Further, Table 1 
illustrates that more partners have steadily made more contributions to 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers over the past 5 years.

Table 1. Number of grants with a partner providing a given contribution type across 5 
years of annual performance reporting.

Partner Contribution 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Programming 2,464 2,582 2,695 2,881 3,139

Paid Staffing 1,782 1,814 1,906 1,965 2,046

Volunteer Staffing 1,833 1,924 1,933 2,042 2,185

In-Kind Goods 2,113 2,246 2,351 2,477 2,698

Funding 813 872 968 915 929

Evaluation Services 1,043 1,076 1,049 1,078 1,160



 
Over the past 5 
years partners 
have contributed 
over $1 billion 
to support 21st 
Century Community 
Learning Centers 
programming.
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Analysis of the financial support that partners contribute 
by providing the services listed above reveals that in 
2010 alone, partners contributed over $230 million to the 
3,450 initiative grantees. Over the past 5 years partners 
have contributed over $1 billion to support 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers programming. 

Together, these data suggest that partners are an essential 
component of the 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers initiative and they have been growing significantly 
in all dimensions over the past 5 years. Partners provide 
vital in-kind services and supports, as well as real dollars, 
which add significant value to the work of 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers. As centers consider bringing 
on more partners it is important that project and site 
directors understand how to develop and cultivate effective 
partnerships. The next part of this article discusses the 
features of effective partnerships.

Features of Effective School-Community Partnerships
There is emerging consensus on an inter-related set of features that help promote  
and sustain healthy school-community partnerships (Harvard Family Research  
Project, 2010):

•	A shared vision for learning and developmental outcomes for students. This vision 
acknowledges the critical, complementary roles of schools, community partners, and 
families. A shared vision also helps partners avoid working against each other and 
instead pursue a common vision of student success. When school leaders embrace 
a vision for student success that considers students’ physical, emotional, and social 
well-being in addition to academic outcomes, the partnership is more likely to be 
successful than when competing agendas operate during the expanded learning 
day.

•	A diverse set of partners with effective communications mechanisms and relationships 
among multiple staff at multiple levels. Strong and sustainable partnerships need 
relationships that are built at multiple levels (for example, at the district, school, 
and classroom levels) and among multiple school staff, including district and 
nonteaching staff. Working with partners at different levels helps the afterschool 
and summer programs become integral to the daily life and culture of the school at 
all levels, from the principal to the custodian. In addition, relationships at various 
levels can help mitigate the effects of staff turnover at other levels; for example, 
strong relationships with teachers can help sustain the partnership in the event of a 
change in principals.
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•	Intentionally blended staffing with role clarity to promote understanding of how the work is 
relevant to all. For afterschool and summer programs, this means hiring staff who have 
legitimacy in the school building and who are skilled at building relationships with 
school staff. Some programs do this by hiring licensed teachers, people who “speak the 
same language” as school-day teachers, can substitute and consult in classrooms, and can 
participate in professional development activities. Hiring licensed teachers who also teach 
at a host school facilitates information sharing and forges connections with other teachers 
who might not otherwise make time for “outside” programs or services. Blended staffing 
may also mean a liaison who serves an important bridging function between the school and 
the afterschool or summer program.

•	Clear data-sharing processes and agreements. One feature of a strong collaboration is the 
ability of partners to access information and data from each other, including, if possible, 
student-level academic data (e.g., test scores and grades). Afterschool and summer 
programs can use these data both to track and strengthen student performance and to 
demonstrate the impact of their services. In addition to getting data from schools, some 
programs provide their own data to schools to promote reciprocal data sharing. 

As efforts to expand learning opportunities and time continue to grow under a variety of 
approaches and models—whether afterschool, summer learning, expanded or extended learning 
day or year, or out-of-school time—it is important that all these efforts build on the strong base 
of effective partnerships already present among schools and afterschool and summer programs, 
capitalizing in particular on the rich history of partnerships advanced by 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers.

For More Information
School-Community Partnership Resources

•	Afterschool: The Bridge Connecting Schools and Communities 
www.statewideafterschoolnetworks.net/afterschool-bridge-connecting-schools-and-
communities. This brief highlights how afterschool programs can serve as bridges that 
connect schools and communities, positively benefiting youth and families, schools, 
community-based organizations, and the community as a whole. 

•	A Guide for School Principals 
www.statewideafterschoolnetworks.net/guide-school-principals. This guide was produced 
by The After-School Corporation (TASC) to help support principals in their efforts to build 
and sustain partnerships with TASC-funded afterschool programs. 

•	Meaningful Linkages between Summer Programs, Schools, and Community Partners: 
Conditions and Strategies for Success  
www.nmefdn.org/uploads/Meaningful%20Linkages%20full%20report%20rev%20
10.09.pdf. This report documents and describes how to create and sustain meaningful 
partnerships between high-quality summer learning programs and schools. 

•	Afterschool: The Bridge Connecting Schools and Communities 
http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/issue_30_bridge.cfm. This issue brief describes the 
benefits of family, school, and community partnerships. 

•	Strengthening Connections Between Schools and Afterschool Programs 
www.learningpt.org/afterschool/strength.pdf. This guide examines comprehensive 
program planning to better integrate afterschool programming with the school day.



77Expanding Minds And Opportunities | A Growing Nationwide Infrastructure for Quality, Expansion, and Partnerships

About the Author

Priscilla Little is an independent research and strategy consultant who has been working 
on issues related to effective afterschool and summer learning programs for over a 
decade. Her clients include national education research firms, state education agencies, 
not-for-profit agencies, and private foundations. She is currently working for The Wallace 
Foundation to support its afterschool system-building work, and with the U.S. Department 
of Education on a research study to investigate good and innovative practices in 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers programs. The views represented in this article are 
solely her own and do not represent those of her clients. 

References
Harvard Family Research Project. (2010). Partnerships for learning:  Promising practices in 
integrating school and out-of-school time program supports. Retrieved from http://www.hfrp.org/
publications-resources/browse-our-publications/partnerships-for-learning-promising-practices-in-
integrating-school-and-out-of-school-time-program-supports

Little, P. (2011). Expanded learning opportunities in Washington state: Pathways to student success. 
Retrieved from http://www.schoolsoutwashington.org/UserFiles/File/ELO%20Policy%20Brief%20
Single%20Pages.pdf

Little, P., Wimer, C., & Weiss, H. (2008). Afterschool programs in the 21st century: Their potential 
and what it takes to achieve it (Issues and Opportunities in Out-of-School Time Evaluation No. 10). 
Retrieved from http://www.hfrp.org/content/download/2916/84011/file/OSTissuebrief10.pdf

Manhattan Strategy Group. (2011). High school promising practices project for the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers program, Addendum 1. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education.

Miller, B. M. (2005). Pathways to success for youth: What counts in after-school. Retrieved from 
United Way of Massachusetts Bay and Merrimack Valley website: http://supportunitedway.org/

Neild, R. C., Balfanz, R., & Herzog, L. (2007). An early warning system. Educational Leadership, 
65(2), 28–33.


	new_section_covers 6
	SEC6NC



