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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Since the year 2000, after school programming has emerged as a top public priority. A 
number of community organizations, schools, and religious organizations now offer a variety 
of programs to meaningfully engage youth in worthwhile activities for their physical, 
emotional, and intellectual development. 

A 1999 poll by the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation and JC Penney found that 90 percent of 
registered voters strongly support after school programming, and two-thirds would be 
willing to contribute an extra $10 per year in taxes in order to provide every school-age 
youth with $1,000 of quality after school care (After School Alliance 2000). Policymakers 
have responded and funding has increased dramatically over the last five years.   

From 1998 to 2002, federal funding for the 21st Century Learning Centers increased from 
$40 million to $1 billion dollars (Kane 2004). States have followed suit with California 
launching the largest effort—a $433 million tax-funded after school initiative, followed by 
Kentucky with a $37 million initiative, Wisconsin providing $20 million, and New York and 
Maryland with $10 million each committed to providing after school programming (Hollister 
2003). 

Private foundations are also investing heavily in after school programs, with The Colorado 
Trust investing $11 million in Colorado and the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation investing 
$71 million nationwide.  

The National Council of Mayors has added its support, adopting a resolution in 2004 calling 
for full funding of after school programs through continued full funding of the 21st Century 
Learning Centers (National Council of Mayors 2004). 

Two factors are likely responsible for the increase in support: the growing number of 
children whose parents are working during the after school hours and the pressures on 
youth and schools to perform academically to meet new test standards being implemented 
with the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.   

After school programming first entered public discussion with the term “latchkey kids,” as an 
increasing number of children coming home to an empty house after school while their 
parents worked.  According to the U.S. Department of Education, 69 percent of all married-
couple families with school-age children have both parents working outside the home, with 
this number rising to 75 percent for single-parent families (U.S. Department of Education 
2000). This gap between parents’ work schedules and children’s school schedules is leaving 
an estimated 7 to 15 million children without parental supervision for up to 25 hours per 
week (Elling 2003). This is especially disturbing because research has demonstrated that 
much of the risky behavior that youth engage in, such as sexual activity, drug and alcohol 
use, and juvenile crime, occurs during the after school hours of 3–6 p.m. (Hollister 2003). 
The desire to provide children with supervision during the after school hours, coupled with 
the desire to prevent these risky behaviors, initially fueled much of the demand from parents 
and the public for after school programming.    
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Once after school programming began to take hold, other stakeholders, including schools, 
began to look at the opportunities that the after school hours presented.  Driven by 
education reform, which has placed increased pressure on children and schools to improve 
academic performance, schools began to view after school hours as an opportunity to 
provide additional academic instruction and support to those students who were struggling 
the most.  This alliance seemed to make sense as many after school programs were initially 
developed in communities and schools that had high concentrations of disadvantaged youth.  
These after school programs were already serving a group of youth identified as being most 
likely to be at risk for academic failure, including a high percentage of minority youth and a 
high percentage of youth who qualified for the free and reduced-rate lunch program (Kane 
2004).    
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II. COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT AFTER SCHOOL 
PROGRAMS 

The differing needs and expectations of parents and schools have created tensions and 
misconceptions within the after school movement. Parents sought out after school programs 
to provide supervision for their children, while schools looked to after school programs to 
provide additional academic instruction. These often competing expectations from parents 
and schools leave many after school programs stuck in the middle trying to balance “time on 
task” for academics with the flexibility of a drop-in childcare program.   

Recent studies have demonstrated that effective after school programs can meet the needs 
of both parents and schools, but only in the context of comprehensive, research-based, 
positive youth development programming. “Positive youth development programs are 
developmentally appropriate programs designed to prepare adolescents for productive 
adulthood by providing opportunities and supports to help them gain competencies and 
knowledge needed to meet the increasing challenges they will face as they mature” (Roth 
and Brooks-Dunn 2000).  

 

Programs must overcome two common 
misconceptions about after school programming:  
that after school programs are childcare, and that 
after school programs are an extension of the school 
day. 

 

Currently, many after school programs are working to clearly define these effective program 
components for themselves, as well as for parents, funders, and other stakeholders. To do 
so, programs must overcome two common misconceptions about after school programming: 
that after school programs are childcare, and that after school programs are an extension of 
the school day.  Overcoming these common misconceptions is critical as evidence is now 
emerging that an exclusive focus on after school programs as either childcare or an 
extension of the school day may in fact undermine the potential effectiveness of after school 
programs altogether. 
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MISCONCEPTION #1 – AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMS ARE CHILDCARE 

Because of the vital role after school programs play in providing youth with a safe, 
supervised environment, many people have a misconception that the programs are merely 
childcare for older youth.  Parents often view after school programs primarily as a safe place 
for their children to hang out while they work, or on days when the youth do not participate 
in other activities, such as sports. Therefore, parents often utilize after school programming 
in a sporadic and inconsistent manner. Research shows that the one factor that most limits 
a program’s positive impact on youth is inconsistent attendance (Fashola 1998; Kane 2004). 

Applying the childcare model to after school programs is limiting in several ways. First, it 
defines after school programming based solely on its most basic function—providing a safe 
and supervised environment for youth. This definition excludes the major role that after 
school programs play in fostering positive youth development and providing youth with the 
skills and opportunities needed to succeed in school, in their communities, and in life.   

Second, this definition subjects after school programming to a limited standard of quality 
and accountability for this age group–—the childcare licensing process.  The childcare 
licensing process was developed for early childhood care and later adapted for older youth 
in school-age care. Licensing focuses on the two basic aspects of quality described above: 
safety and supervision. As a result, the majority of the standards and measures of quality 
focus on the size and condition of facilities, and the number of staff and their level of 
education and training. While these two measures are very important for ensuring basic 
program quality, utilizing the licensing process alone fails to provide after school programs 
with comprehensive measures of accountability or quality that are directly suited to older 
youth and the after school field.      

MISCONCEPTION #2 – AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMS ARE AN 
EXTENSION OF THE SCHOOL DAY 

Schools, facing increased pressure to improve all students’ 
performance on standardized tests, are also looking toward after 
school programs to provide additional academic instruction and time 
on task for students who are struggling. This recent emphasis on 
incorporating academic instruction and tutoring into the after school 
arena has created a perception of after school as being merely an 
extension of the school day. While there are a limited number of 
after school programs that are sponsored by schools and structured 
as an extended school day, this model does not represent the field as 
a whole. 

Focusing exclusively on academic content or aligning too closely with 
the school day can be limiting for after school programs in several 
ways. Viewing after school programs as an extension of the school 
day fails to capture what makes after school programming unique 
and different from the school day. After school programs have different mandates, funding, 
and goals than most schools, giving them more flexibility and allowing them to develop 
approaches that can compliment rather than duplicate school efforts. These differences are 
critical to success, especially in engaging youth who are most at risk and who are not 
successful in a traditional school setting. 

 

 

After school programs 
have different mandates, 
funding, and goals than 
most school, giving them 
more flexibility and 
allowing them to develop 
approaches that can 
compliment rather than 
duplicate school efforts. 
These differences are 
critical to success, 
especially in engaging 
youth who are most at 
risk and who are not 
successful in a 
traditional school setting.
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Effective after school programs differ from the school day and compliment school efforts in 
several key ways, as shown in Table 1. 
 

 

Table 1:  Differences in School Programs 
Versus 

After School Programs 
 

     

School Day  
 

 

After School Programs 
 

Primary Focus - Academic 
 

Developing core skills and knowledge in 
content areas, such as mathematics, 
reading, and writing. 
 

 

Primary Focus -  
Positive Youth Development 

 

Developing multiple skills, such as critical 
thinking, problem solving, and interpersonal 
skills needed for success in the 21st Century. 

 

Primary Learning Strategies - 
 Classroom Instruction and Curriculum 

 

Utilizing classroom instruction format and 
standards-based curriculum to facilitate 
learning in core content. 
 

 

Primary Learning Strategies -  
Low Staff-To-Student Ratios and  

Individual Instruction 
 

Utilizing low staff-to-student ratios and 
mentoring to develop youth’s relationships 
with caring adults to facilitate learning. 
 

 

Primary Approach to At-Risk-Youth- 
Zero Tolerance Policies 

 

Schools are often forced to suspend or 
expel youth who engage in high-risk 
behaviors, such as drug and alcohol use 
and violence. 
 

 

 

Primary Approach to At-Risk-Youth -  
Targeting Prevention 

 

After school programs focus on prevention 
of at-risk behaviors, such as early sexual 
activity, drug and alcohol use, and violence, 
through life skills activities and instruction. 

 

It can be helpful for after school programs that incorporate academic instruction or tutoring 
to align their instruction with the school standards and work closely with the youth’s 
teachers.  However, it is important to allow after school programs the flexibility to maintain 
their broader emphasis and unique identity. 
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III. COMPONENTS OF EFFECTIVE AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMMING  

Effective after school programs provide a variety of positive youth development 
opportunities that set after school programs apart from both traditional childcare and the 
traditional school setting in several ways. First, after school programming is grounded in the 
latest prevention science, which emphasizes building on youth’s strengths rather than 
deficits⎯one of the main tenets of positive youth development. Researchers Lerner, Fish, 
and Weinberg studied what youth needed for healthy development and came up with a 
definition of positive youth development that encompasses the “five C’s.” 

After school programs that integrate positive youth development 
encompass the five C’s: 

• Competence in academic, social, and vocational areas 

• Confidence, or a positive identity 

• Connection, or healthy relations to community, family, and peers 

• Character, or positive values, integrity, and moral commitment 

• Caring and compassion (Lerner et al. 2000) 

Positive youth development represents a dramatic shift from identifying youth who are at 
risk for engaging in negative behaviors and providing them with intervention, to a focus on 
achieving positive outcomes for all youth (Lerner et al. 2000). Recent research has 
demonstrated that in addition to encouraging positive outcomes in all youth, the positive 
approach to youth development is effective in preventing problem behavior in troubled 
youth (Catalano et al. 1999). 

Developing the Whole Child 

The second distinguishing feature of after school programming is its emphasis on developing 
the “whole youth”—the youth’s physical, intellectual, and emotional well-being—and 
equipping him or her for success in school and in life. A study by Johns Hopkins University 
found that effective after school programs are capable of addressing three developmental 
needs critical to the healthy development of the whole youth: academic, recreational, and 
cultural/social (Fashola 1998). To be effective in developing the whole youth, after school 
programs must be intentional about offering programming in each of these three areas.  

Academic Achievement  

Effective after school programs can support academic achievement in several ways: 

• Providing a low staff-to-student ratio that allows for individual instruction  

• Providing students with homework help 

• Providing students with targeted instruction to build skills in reading and math 

• Providing enrichment activities that have been proven to improve academic 
performance 
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After school programs have an average staff-to-student ratio of 1 to 
10, whereas the average staff-to-student ratio in many schools often 
exceeds a ratio of 1 to 25. The lower staff-to-student ratio in after 
school programs allows students to receive individual academic 
instruction and follow-up. This is especially critical for low-income 
students who are struggling in school and students who are learning 
English as a second language.  Studies have shown that low-income 
and minority students who participate in after school programs 
performed better in reading and mathematics, and were rated by 
their teachers as having better work habits and better conduct than 
their peers who did not attend an after school program (Fashola 
1998). 

In addition to providing students with more one-on-one instruction 
than a traditional classroom, after school programs utilize a variety of strategies to improve 
students’ academic performance. The majority of after school programs provide youth with 
dedicated time for homework help, and additional instruction as needed.  Most programs 
also provide individual follow-up by contacting teachers on a regular basis to ensure that 
homework is being turned in and to find out where an individual student is struggling. Many 
after school programs also provide targeted instruction in reading and math by teachers and 
qualified tutors.     

After school programs often utilize enrichment activities, such as chess, educational games, 
and interactive learning centers, to supplement students’ academic instruction and improve 
academic performance. Studies have shown that students who play chess once a week are 
able to improve a variety of skills in math, reading, complex problem solving, and other skills 
associated with academic achievement (Liptrap 1999).  

Recreational Activities 

Providing youth with a variety of recreational activities contributes to the healthy 
development of the whole youth and gives the young person opportunities to develop 
important skills that are not always taught during the school day. After school programs 
generally offer a variety of recreational activities, including board games, team building 
games, and sports. Participation in organized activities and games helps youth develop 
social skills and values, such as teamwork, good sportsmanship, coping strategies, and 
problem-solving skills (Fashola 1998).   

The opportunities that after school programs provide youth to learn to work as part of a 
group are invaluable in helping youth develop appropriate social skills, healthy 
communication, and conflict-resolution skills. Studies have found that youth who 
participated in after school programming had better peer relationships than those who did 
not (Fashola 1998). 

The lower staff-to-
student ratio in after 
school programs allows 
students to receive 
individual academic 
instruction and follow-
up. This is especially 
critical for low-income 
students who are 
struggling in school and 
students who are 
learning English as a 
second language. 
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Cultural/Social Enrichment 

Developing a healthy sense of self is key to a youth’s success as an adult. Youth are focused 
on exploring and developing their sense of self by trying on different roles and personas in 
late childhood and early adolescence (Gentry and Campbell 2002).  After school programs 
seek to positively influence this process by providing youth with role models, opportunities 
to explore their own and other’s cultures, chances to develop their different talents and 
interests, and opportunities to develop critical thinking and communication skills.  

 

One of the most effective components of after school 
programming is mentoring. 

 

Mentoring helps youth explore their sense of self by providing them with positive role 
models who can coach them in social skills—such as starting conversations, listening, 
expressing emotions appropriately, learning empathy, and maintaining appropriate personal 
boundaries (Gentry and Campbell 2002). Mentoring is particularly effective when role 
models represent someone the youth can identify with or look up to in terms of gender and 
culture (Mehesy 2003). Youth who have relationships with mentors for just one year are less 
likely to use drugs or engage in violent behavior, and more likely to have better school 
attendance and performance (Quinn 1999). 

Another critical role that after school programs play in helping youth to develop a healthy 
sense of self is providing them with cultural opportunities and a chance to explore their 
talents. Recent budget cuts have forced many schools to cut back on music, art, and other 
extracurricular activities, and after school programs have stepped in to provide these 
services. In many cases, low-income students would not have otherwise have access to 
music, dance, art, or other cultural activities (Fashola 1998).   

Finally, after school programs provide youth with the opportunity to develop critical thinking 
skills and have tangible experiences with communication, cooperation, and civic 
engagement. Many programs provide youth with the opportunity to apply their skills and 
talents in the real-world context of their community through community service projects. 
Not only does community service provide youth with an opportunity to further develop their 
skills and talents in a concrete way, it is also associated with other positive outcomes. In one 
study, girls who volunteered were significantly less likely to become pregnant and made 
more positive academic gains than girls who did not volunteer (Allen et al. 1997).  

Youth generally work as a group to develop and implement their own projects through a 
process that encourages critical thinking, cooperation and teamwork, communication, and 
civic engagement (See Table 2). 



  AAFFTTEERR  SSCCHHOOOOLL  PPRROOGGRRAAMMMMIINNGG::    AA  PPRREESSSSIINNGG  NNEEEEDD  AANNDD  AA  PPUUBBLLIICC  PPRRIIOORRIITTYY      PPAAGGEE  1100  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2:  Process for Determining  
Youth-led Community Service Projects 

 
              

Action Steps  
 

 

Strategies 
 

 

 
Assessing the Community 

 
 

 

Youth use photo-journals, interviews with 
key adults and leaders, 
CommunityYouthmapping©, and door-to-
door surveys to determine the needs and 
strengths of their community. 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Deciding on a project  
 

 

Based on the needs identified in the 
community and the interests of the youth 
involved, the group chooses a project to 
benefit the community. Common projects 
include: neighborhood beautification, adopt-
a-grandparent programs, mentoring or 
tutoring younger children, and education 
programs, such as get out the vote, 
diabetes prevention, or energy conservation 
awareness. 
 

 

 
 

Implementing the project 
 
 

 

 

The group works to implement the project 
by developing resources and raising money, 
assigning roles and responsibilities, 
scheduling activities, and contacting 
community partners. 
 

 

 
Evaluating the project 

 

Youth evaluate the success of their project. 
Did it meet the identified community need? 
Were they satisfied with their efforts? Was 
the community satisfied? 
 

 

Through community service projects, youth learn valuable skills that go beyond academics, 
including: 

 

• Assessing community needs 
• Citizenship 
• Evaluation 
• Group decision making 
• Implementation 
 

 
 

• Planning  
• Problem solving 
• Resource development 
• Self-directed learning 
 

Most importantly, young people learn to apply these skills, along with their academic skills, 
in relevant real-world contexts outside of school. 
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IV. BENEFITS OF EFFECTIVE AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMMING 

Efforts to rigorously evaluate after school programs are still underway, with only a few 
studies completed that meet the highest standards of evaluation (i.e. utilizing control or 
comparison groups). Initial results show some encouraging trends. Studies have shown that 
participation in after school programming can yield significant benefits for youth, families, 
and society. In many studies, the greatest benefits were realized among low-income 
students. These studies found that youth who are enrolled in effective after school programs 
that included academic support, mentoring, recreation, and cultural/social enrichment often 
fared better than their peers in a variety of areas, as shown in Table 3.   

 

 

Table 3:  Improved Behavior Resulting from  
Participation in After School Programs 

 
 

Areas of Improvement  
 

 

Results 
 

 
 

 
Academically  

 
 

 
• Performed better in reading (Posner and 

Vandrell 1994; Fashola 1998; Huang et al. 2000) 
• Performed better in math (Fashola 1998) 
• Improved their grades (Kane 2004) 
• Had better school attendance (Harvard 

Family Research Project 2003; Kane 2004) 
• Had better work habits and homework 

completion (Fashola 1998; Kane 2004) 
 

 

 
 

Socially 
 

 

• Had better peer relationships (Fashola 1998)
• Had better conduct and few disciplinary 

reports (Harvard Family Research Project 2003) 
• Had better communication skills (Harvard 

Family Research Project 2003) 
 

 

 
 
 

Healthy Decision Making 
 
 

 

 

• Were less likely to use drugs or alcohol 
(Harvard Family Research Project 2003) 

• Were less likely to engage in violent 
behavior (Quinn 1999; Harvard Family Research 
Project 2003) 

• Had better decision making skills (Harvard 
Family Research Project 2003) 

• Had better problem-solving skills (Harvard 
Family Research Project 2003) 
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V. COST-BENEFIT ANALYSIS 

Cost-benefit analysis for after school programs traditionally look at the benefits of two 
assumed impacts of after school programs: reduced crime and improved academic 
performance leading to high school graduation. The most comprehensive cost-benefit 
analysis completed to date was recently conducted by Rose Institute on behalf of the State 
of California (See Table 4).  California is investing $433 million in after school programs—an 
equivalent of a per student investment of $5 per day for a maximum of $900 per student 
per year and an estimated “lifetime” cost of $10,038 per student (Brown et al. 2002). The 
lifetime cost assumes that students will be enrolled in the after school program throughout 
their school career.  

The study looked at six effects of California’s investment, including: reduced childcare costs, 
increased schooling costs, improved school performance, increased salary levels, reduced 
crime costs, and reduced welfare costs (Brown 2002). The study found that for each dollar 
California invested in providing an at-risk child or youth with an after school program, the 
state could expect a return of between $8.92 and $12.90 (Brown et al. 2002). The majority 
of this benefit is derived from achieving positive outcomes for a fraction of the most at-risk 
youth—namely, diverting them from a path of crime. Non-crime benefits ranged between 
$2.99 and $4.05 for every dollar invested (Brown et al. 2002). 

 

 

Table 4:  Estimated Savings Resulting from 
 After School Programs 

 
 
 

Total Benefits per Student 
    

 
Estimated Effect 

 

 

Lower Estimates 
 

 

Higher Estimates 

Reduced Child Care Costs  $     889  $   1,777 
Increased Schooling Costs ($     989) ($     742) 
Improved School Performance  $     447  $     809 
Increased Salary Level  $ 29,415  $ 38,284 
Reduced Crime Costs  $ 59,425   $ 88,835 
Reduced Welfare Costs  $     335   $      502 
Total  $ 89,522  $129,425 
Cost of Program   $ 10,038  $  10,038 
Net Benefit  $ 79,484  $119,427 

 

Source:  Brown et al., The Costs and Benefits of After School Programs:  The Estimated Effects of the After School 
Education and Safety Act of 2002. 
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VI. MODELS OF STATEWIDE SUPPORT 
 

Public Model  

California is an example of a publicly funded statewide model currently supporting the 
implementation of after school programming. California began its support in 1998 with $85 
million allocated to the After School Learning and Safe Neighborhoods Partnerships Program 
(Brown et al. 2002). Four years later, the state allocated an additional $433 million to reach 
an additional 455,000 students with the After School Education and Safety Program Act of 
2002 (Brown et al. 2002). This act gives priority to schools with at least 50 percent of 
enrolled students eligible for free and reduced-rate meals. Grants generally do not exceed 
$75,000 per elementary school and $100,000 per middle school, and they require a 50 
percent match. 

 

Once full funding is allocated and local match is 
secured, the initiative will serve an estimated 610,000 
at-risk youth, or approximately 10 percent of 
California’s children in grades K–9 (Brown et al. 2002). 

 
 
Private Model 
 
In addition to publicly funded statewide after school initiatives, many private philanthropic 
organizations have made significant investments in after school programming. Nationally, 
the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation has invested $71 million, with $3.8 million invested in 
creating 18 statewide after school networks to support the development of after school 
programming (Elling 2003). 
 
The goals of these networks include: 

• Forging the partnerships necessary to develop comprehensive statewide policies 

• Sharing resources and best practices 

• Developing sustainable funding 
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States with After School Networks Funded by  
the Mott Foundation 

Arizona 

California 

Connecticut 

Illinois 

Iowa 

Kansas 

Massachusetts 

Missouri 

Nebraska 

New Hampshire 

New Mexico  

New York 

North Carolina 

Ohio 

Rhode Island 

South Carolina 

Vermont 

Washington 

In Colorado, The Colorado Trust, a private grant-making foundation, has invested $11 
million to support 32 after school programs for youth in grades 4–9 across the state.  The 
focus of this initiative is building the capacity of after school programs to integrate research-
based best practices in five core elements of effective after school programming: 

• Positive youth development 

• Cultural competency 

• Partnerships 

• Evaluation 

• Sustainability 

In addition, The Colorado Trust is currently partnering with the Colorado Department of 
Education, local government entities, and other philanthropic organizations to support the 
development of a statewide after school network in Colorado. Similar to the networks in 
other states, the goals of this network include: 

• Keeping policymakers informed regarding the need for and impacts of after school 
programs in Colorado 

• Disseminating information on trends and best practices in after school programs in 
Colorado 

• Maintaining database of after school programs in Colorado 

• Providing training and technical assistance to after school programs in implementing 
research-based practices 

• Coordinating efforts to evaluate the impact of after school programs in Colorado. 
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VII. POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The emerging priority of after school programs poses a variety of challenges and 
implications for policymakers. Positive outcomes associated with youth who attend after 
school programs have prompted a rapid proliferation of programs by a variety of 
stakeholders—including schools, churches, and youth-serving organizations. As a result, 
programs take place in a variety of settings, each with different funding sources, goals, and 
expectations. This has led to three key policy issues related to maintaining coordination and 
oversight, and moving beyond a fragmented system:  

• Comprehensive statewide policies 

• A common set of quality standards and evaluation measures 

• Sustainable funding 

Comprehensive Statewide Policies for After School Programming  

After school programs are currently housed in a variety of organizations across sectors, 
including schools, churches, community-based organizations, public housing complexes, and 
large youth-serving organizations, such as Boys and Girls Clubs. As a result, the field has 
evolved as a fragmented system with a variety of funding sources, goals, program types, 
and policies. Be otherwise cause after school programming straddles so many sectors, the 
need has emerged for statewide policy boards with representatives from the various sectors 
to come together to develop comprehensive statewide policies for after school 
programming. These policies will likely address such critical issues as developing common 
standards of quality and/or licensing, evaluating the impacts of after school care, and 
developing sustainable funding.  

A Common Set of Quality Standards and Evaluation Measures  

Currently, numerous standards of quality are applied to after school programs by a variety 
of stakeholders, including funders, parents, and licensing officials. The majority of after 
school programs measure quality based on a kaleidoscope of standards put forth by their 
various funding sources. The challenges facing public and private funders in agreeing on a 
set of common quality standards has produced a multiplicity of individual sets of standards 
among individual programs.  

The most common measurements of quality currently available are childcare licensing 
standards.  However, these measurements were developed for elementary school-age 
childcare settings and have been applied to after school programming based on the 
misconception that after school programs are childcare. For example, current childcare 
licensing standards focus heavily on safety, defined primarily as a function of providing a 
safe physical environment in which toxic cleaners are locked up, hot water temperatures do 
not exceed a certain level, and staff are properly screened. While these are appropriate 
measures of safety for younger children, older youth are more likely to be dealing with more 
complex safety issues, such as bullying, gang involvement, sexual experimentation, suicide, 
and substance use.  
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In addition to the increased complexity of risks that older youth in after school programs 
face, their programming also focuses on supporting youth in attaining more advanced 
developmental levels than childcare programs for younger children. Current childcare 
licensing standards in Colorado focus on providing a developmentally rich environment for 
younger children that includes such features as adequate playground equipment, art 
supplies, and manipulative toys (State of Colorado Department of Health and Human 
Services 2004). After school programs working with older youth target developmental 
needs, such as identity development, interpersonal relationships, conflict resolution, 
academic skills, and vocational and career interests. A developmentally rich environment for 
these youth relies on access to technology, adequate space and materials for academic 
instruction and tutoring, materials for team-building and life-skills activities, and involvement 
in community service projects. 

 

The contrasting needs of young children in childcare 
and youth in after school programs highlight the need 
to develop a common set of quality standards that are 
appropriate and accurate measures of positive youth 
development programming and the after school 
setting.   
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Several resources are available, including the National After School Association’s Standards 
for Quality School-Age Care, and Accountability for After-School Care: Devising Standards 
and Measuring Adherence to Them, a recent study by the RAND Corporation. The RAND 
study suggests a list of standards that have been shown by research to produce effective 
programs (Beckett et al. 2001).  (See Table 5)  
 

 

Table 5:  Standards for Measuring the Quality of 
 After School Programs 

 
 

Categories 
 

 

Practices 
 

 
 

Staff Characteristics 
 
 

 
• Training 
• Education 
• Compensation 
• Experience 
• Turnover 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Program Characteristics 
 

 

• Variety of activities 
• Flexibility of programming  
• Emotional climate 
• Total enrollment 
• Mixing of age groups 
• Child-to-staff ratio 
• Age-appropriate activities 
• Space/facilities 
• Alignment with the school day 
• Materials 
• Attention to safety and health 
• Clear goals 
• Evaluation of program 
 

 

 
Community Contacts  

 
 

 

 

• Involvement of families 
• Use of volunteers 
• Partnerships with other community-based 

organizations and schools 
 

Source:  RAND Corporation, Accountability for After-School Care:  Devising Standards and Measuring Adherence  
to Them (2002). 

A similar dilemma exists in the field of evaluation with regards to after school programs.  
Many programs have little understanding of what outcomes they should be measuring based 
on the structure of their programs. In addition, limited funding is available for these 
evaluation efforts, so few programs are able to conduct rigorous evaluations. As a result, 
most after school programs measure a variety of outcomes, ranging from positive youth 
development, to prevention, to academics, based on the requirements of their funding 
sources.  
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VIII. SUSTAINABLE FUNDING 

The proliferation of after school programs has also raised the issue of sustainability. Several 
large funding streams currently exist, including the federal 21st Century Learning Centers 
Grants, funding new and existing after school programs across the nation. In addition, 
several states are currently implementing large privately funded initiatives, such as The 
Colorado Trust’s After School Initiative, the Massachusetts United Way’s Keeping Kids on 
Track, and The After School Corporation (TASC) in New York. However, many of these 
initiatives are due to sunset within the next year or two for original recipients of the grants. 
As a result, many programs and communities will likely be struggling to maintain services at 
the current level and will be less able to respond to the increasing need for services brought 
on, in part, by continuing budget cuts in school districts. Yet, clearly there is a continuing 
need for, and much public support for, after school programming.   

STATE MODEL 

As more and more states and communities face decreased funding, it will be helpful to 
examine emerging models for sustainable statewide funding, such as California’s After 
School Education and Safety Program Act of 2002. This act was initiated as a voter-
approved initiative, called Proposition 49. Proposition 49 does not draw monies from 
California’s education funds, nor does it establish any new taxes or bonds. Instead, it is 
funded by growth in the state’s general revenues. In order for funds to be appropriated for 
Proposition 49, noneducation General Fund appropriations must exceed a particular base 
amount. To set the base, the proposition takes the highest level of noneducation funding 
between FY 2000 and FY 2003 and adjusts for inflation and cost of living. In other words, 
the proposition contains a “trigger clause” that increases funding for after school 
programming only when education funds are allocated and the General Fund revenues 
exceed the base amount (California Department of Education 2003). The proposition is 
projected to increase state after school spending by as much as $550 million per year. 

PUBLIC/PRIVATE PARTNERSHIPS 

United Way has also emerged as a strong partner in promoting sustainable after school 
initiatives in many states and communities, ranging from the State of Massachusetts to 
Denver, Colorado. In Massachusetts, local United Ways have partnered with Massachusetts 
2020 and the State Legislature to promote quality after school programming statewide. The 
program builds on the success of a $24 million effort to provide high quality after school 
programs to youth in Boston. Twelve organizations, including Massachusetts 2020 and the 
United Way of Massachusetts Bay, joined together to launch Boston’s After-School for All 
Partnership. It is the largest public-private partnership dedicated to children in the history of 
Boston (United Way Massachusetts Bay 2000).  

In Denver, Colorado, Mile High United Way is partnering with the City of Denver and Denver 
Public Schools in a local Lights on After School Initiative, designed to develop awareness and 
funding for after school programs in the Denver area.   
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IX. CONCLUSION: 
BUILDING SKILLS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

The education system in the United States is at a critical crossroads. Education reform 
efforts are working to ensure that all children and youth have the core skills, such as math 
and reading, necessary to compete in the workforce. Meanwhile, the increasing complexity 
brought on by globalization, advances in technology, and the emerging international/ 
multinational nature of business brings into sharp focus the need for building additional skills 
in order to equip our youth to compete in the 21st century workforce.  These 21st century 
literacy skills include: 

• Critical thinking 

• Communication 

• Problem solving 

• Ability to work in a team 

• Ability to adapt to change 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2003) 

Research shows that after school programs across the country are playing a critical role in 
building those skills.  Specifically, youth who attend after school programming score higher 
than their peers in the following 21st century literacy skills: 

• Communication skills 

• Decision-making skills 

• Problem-solving skills 

• Conflict-resolution skills 

• Leadership skills 

• Computer skills 

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills is a public-private organization whose members 
include the AOL/Time Warner Foundation, Apple, Cable in the Classroom, Cisco, Dell, 
Microsoft, and the National Education Association. Said Terry Crane, partnership co-chair 
and vice president for education and family products at AOL, Inc., “The Partnership’s 
leaders are calling on communities to take advantage of the window of opportunity 
provided by No Child Left Behind to put into place a long-term vision to better prepare 
students for the workforce and society of the 21st century. Our doctors don’t treat 
patients using 19th century medicines, and our teachers shouldn't educate students 
using 19th century learning models. Today’s students need to demonstrate knowledge 
of core subjects, such as reading, math, and science, but they also must learn additional 
skills, including critical thinking, decision making, problem solving and communication, 
and the ability to adapt to a changing world.” 
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The public agrees. In a recent poll conducted by the AOL/Time Warner Foundation,     
92 percent of respondents agreed that young people need different skills today than 
they did 10-20 years ago (After School Alliance 2003). This poll also shows that the 
public is worried that youth may not be learning many of these critical 21st century 
literacy skills during the school day.  While 74 percent of those surveyed believed that 
youth were learning core skills, such as reading and math during the school day, less 
than 50 percent believed that youth were learning communication and problem-solving 
skills, and only a third believed that youth were learning critical thinking and the skills 
needed to apply their learning to real world contexts (After School Alliance 2003).  

If, in fact, significant gaps exist between what traditional schools are equipped to 
provide in the way of core skills and the additional 21st century literacy skills needed for 
youth to be fully prepared to enter our workforce, the United States will be unable to 
maintain its edge in an increasingly competitive global market. After school programs 
across the country are increasingly filling the gap, producing results and acting as a 
complementary educational system in partnership with local schools—equipping our 
youth to compete in the 21st century. 

From the significant public and private investment in after school programming to date, 
initial evaluations have demonstrated positive results in building these vital 21st century 
literacy skills. The keys to building on the successes are already underway.              
(See Table 6) 
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Table 6:  Steps Policymakers Can Take to Support  
After School Programs in Building 

21st Century Literacy Skills 
 

 

Steps 
 

 

Strategies 
 

 
 

Ensuring continuity of quality 
across after school programs 

 
 

 
• Integrating best practices in developing 

21st century literacy skills 
• Developing common standards and metrics 

of quality  
• Supporting common evaluations and 

measuring common outcomes 
 

 

 
Developing statewide networks 
for after school programming 

 

 

• Creating policy advisory councils to  
develop comprehensive policies for after 
school programming 

• Fostering cooperation and communication  
between the public and private sectors 

 
 

 
Ensuring continuity and 

sustainability of funding for after 
school programming  

 
 

 

 

• Creating innovative public-private 
partnerships and funding ventures  

• Increasing state and local government 
initiatives for dedicated funding 

• Increasing private, philanthropic, 
 multi-year investments 

 

It is critical to build on the successes that have been achieved in order to provide all children 
and youth with access to after school programming and the skills they need to be successful 
in school, in their communities, and in the workforce of the 21st century. 

 

 
Continuing the public and private emphasis on 
ensuring quality after school programs for all 
youth who need them is essential to maintaining 
the momentum that has thus far been achieved 
with after school programs. 
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