
When School Is Out:
Analysis and
Recommendations

What do America’s schoolchildren do when school is out? Are they
safe? Do they use their free time wisely? Do they have enough con-
tact with adults and enough structure in their lives? These ques-

tions have recently moved from the worry lists of parents onto the national
agenda. Terms like “after-school programs” and “out-of-school time” now
appear in the speeches of presidential candidates and law enforcement offi-
cials, bills put forward in Congress and state legislatures, and articles in the
popular press.1

When many of today’s adults were between the ages of 6 and 14, their
time outside of school was spent at home bent over homework, doing
chores, gathered at the dinner table or television set; or it was spent with
friends in the neighborhood jumping rope, talking, or exploring a vacant lot
or a ravine. Today, however, widespread shifts in family and community life
have changed the lives of school-age children. Because more parents are
working, fewer familiar adults are home or nearby when children are dis-
missed from school. Neighborhoods seem less safe; they are crisscrossed by
traffic, plagued by street violence, and peopled by strangers. School shoot-
ings have heightened public concern about the many forms of trouble that
teens and younger children are finding after school—whether it comes in
the form of alcohol, drugs, or sexual activity; or takes the shape of vandal-
ism, gang membership, or online relationships with Internet-based hate
groups. Americans are becoming increasingly concerned about what the
nation’s youngsters are doing—and not doing—after school lets out.

Familiar activities like sports, piano lessons, religious classes, and scout
troops still dot the afternoons and weekends of many children, but other
youngsters are adrift after school. Too many fend for themselves in libraries,
congregate in subway stations and neighborhood stores, or spend their after-
noons behind the locked doors of city apartments and suburban houses.
Growing numbers of children with working parents attend programs in
schools or community organizations that provide a range of activities in one
place. These programs bear the broad label of “after-school programs”
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A New Interest in 
After-School Programs
A variety of social goals lie behind the new
public investments in the after-school pro-
grams mentioned above. Some funders
hope to promote learning, while others seek
to protect children from hazards on the
streets or to keep them from risky experi-

mentation. Still others want to see young-
sters explore new interests and forge bonds
with caring adults.3

In fact, the loosely constructed after-
school field is made up of a heterogeneous
mix of offerings that sprang from different
roots and exhibit different strengths and
limitations. Some programs began at or

because they offer supervised activities and a safe place to spend time when
school is not in session (including holidays and summer vacations).

Decisions about children’s activities outside of school have long been a
family matter, and many of the activities that occupy children’s free time are
organized by parents and voluntary organizations. Nevertheless, a consensus
is now emerging that the wider society should share with parents the respon-
sibility for providing programs and activities, safe places, and transportation
options to make “out-of-school time” productive for children and teens. A
poll of 2,000 adults taken in 1997 found that the majority held negative
views of American children, but 60% of those polled endorsed the idea that
more after-school programs would provide an effective way of addressing
the problems of “kids these days.”2 Indeed, increased funds are flowing from
public and private coffers to create new after-school programs and to
expand and strengthen existing ones.

The articles in this journal issue explain the roots of the new consensus
that after-school programs are important and examine the programs that
exist and that are being created across the United States. The first five arti-
cles consider the lives and concerns of school-age children and their par-
ents. The next four articles examine the major types of programs and
activities that have evolved to occupy youngsters when school is not in ses-
sion. Finally, four commentaries give a flavor of the policy climate that
surrounds after-school and youth programs.

This Analysis and Recommendations article reviews how after-school pro-
grams and activities respond to the interests of children, parents, and policy-
makers; and it examines challenges to program delivery. The article focuses
not at the program level but at the community level where, we believe, effec-
tive solutions to problems of program availability and design should be
sought. Based on that analysis, the article highlights the opportunity that
community leaders, program designers, advocates, and parents now have to
create attractive, purposeful, and sustainable activity options for school-agers.
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before the turn of the century (for instance,
the YMCA, Scouts, urban settlement houses,
and rural Grange or 4H associations).4 Some
are modern versions of the child care cen-
ters that opened during World War II to
allow mothers to work in wartime factories
and shipyards without worrying that their
children were safe when the school day
ended. Other programs have emerged in
response to new demands. For instance, a
growing number of private tutoring pro-
grams in wealthy suburbs and urban neigh-
borhoods are operated by for-profit
companies;5 and comprehensive efforts like
the Beacon Schools described in the article
by Dryfoos bring community groups, health
professionals, youth programs, and social
service organizations into a school that
remains open 12 hours a day.6

As varied as after-school opportunities can
be, they are unevenly distributed across and
within communities.7,8 The low-income
neighborhoods where children are most in
need of safe, interesting, challenging activi-
ties offer few after-school options, and the
programs that do exist tend to address risks
and problems rather than cultivating chil-
dren’s skills and talents.7 Free programs,
offered in low-income neighborhoods, usu-
ally rely on government and charitable fund-
ing that focuses on problems. By contrast,
enrichment activities typically charge partici-
pant fees, and so are more prevalent in afflu-
ent communities.4 Even public schools in
low-income and wealthy neighborhoods
differ in their extracurricular offerings, exac-
erbating the disparity in opportunities for
children.8 At last, recent federal, state, local,
and private after-school initiatives have begun
to counteract this imbalance by launching
programs in disadvantaged communities.

The largest new after-school initiative
provides grant funding through the U.S.
Department of Education to enable schools
to establish 21st Century Community
Learning Centers. This program grew from
a $1 million demonstration effort in 1997, to
a $40 million program in 1998, to a $200 mil-
lion program in 1999. It is likely to double in
size in the year 2000. The 21st Century
Community Learning Centers are school-
based programs offering varied activities for
children and community members after reg-
ular school hours in a safe, drug-free, super-
vised environment. The activities offered

range from tutoring and homework assis-
tance; to enrichment projects in literacy, sci-
ence, and math; to time in the gym,
computer lab, or art studio, although the
main goal of the funders is to help children
succeed academically.9

Many other after-school programs draw
funds from child care, crime prevention,
public safety, and recreation budgets. For
instance, in April 1999, the Clinton adminis-
tration announced a Safe Schools/Healthy
Students Initiative that will provide $3 mil-
lion annually from education, mental
health, and juvenile justice allocations to
help 50 communities provide after-school
programs, mentoring, and other violence
prevention activities. The federal Child Care
and Development Block Grant offers subsi-
dies to pay for child care for low-income
children up to age 13. States as diverse as
California, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia,
Hawaii, Indiana, New Hampshire, and New
Jersey have made significant investments in
programs for school-age children,10–12 as
have cities like San Diego, New York, and
Seattle, and private foundations. These new
funding streams provide a unique opportu-
nity for community leaders to design local
systems of after-school options.

Periods of rapid program expansion
entail practical challenges as well as oppor-
tunities, however. It is no small feat even now
to find appropriate space for program activ-
ities, identify trained staff, and secure ongo-
ing funding. Following an examination of
the goals that children, parents, and the
public have for the out-of-school time of chil-
dren ages 6 to 14, this Analysis article raises
key challenges confronting after-school pro-
grams today. It discusses the need for a
detailed analysis of supply and demand, and
for stable funding to support ongoing oper-
ations. It examines the challenges of finding
trained staff and appropriate space to sup-
port program expansion, and it discusses the
role that rigorous evaluation studies should
play in clarifying what is reasonable to
expect after-school programs to achieve.

The Value of Out-of-School
Time
As advocates, professionals, and community
leaders set out to build a sustainable system
of after-school options, they must begin by
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considering the interests held by three key
constituencies: children, parents, and—
increasingly—policymakers and the public.
Programs can work only if they attract chil-
dren and are trusted by parents. Those that
receive public support must also be able to
justify the expenditure of tax dollars in the
eyes of policymakers and voters. All three
groups are concerned about the time that
the nation’s young people spend outside of
school—not only after classes end in the
afternoon but also on weekends, teacher
conference days, holidays, and during the
long summer vacations.

To a large extent, the habits and expec-
tations that surround out-of-school time
today were shaped by patterns of family life
that existed in earlier eras.13 The school day
and school year were planned around the
needs of farming families, but now schools
release children to empty houses and neigh-
borhoods. After-school activities that grew in
popularity during the prosperous, family-
oriented 1950s and 1960s, such as Scouts,
religious classes, and Little League, find now
that few parents are available to provide
transportation or to serve as volunteer lead-
ers and coaches because most hold jobs.14

New programs and policies that reflect cur-
rent social conditions are needed. Drawing
from the articles by Eccles; by Jarrett; by
Cooper, Denner, and Lopez; and by Parke
and O’Neil, in this journal issue, the follow-
ing section reviews the current meaning that
out-of-school time holds for children, their
parents, and policymakers.

To Children: Competence,
Relationships, Autonomy
To children, out-of-school time is when they
are most free to be with friends, explore
their surroundings, pursue their own inter-
ests, and retreat with their private thoughts.
The activities that promote this self-definition
may seem trivial to adults, but they are criti-
cal during the early school years when chil-
dren move outside the family to define a
place for themselves in the broader social
world. It is during the school-age years that
adults hope children will discover and
develop their individual talents, learn to rec-
ognize and overcome their limitations, and
choose activities that will prepare them for
satisfying adult lives. They must also learn
how to juggle a volatile mix of emotions,
hormones, and social pressures while creat-

ing positive relationships with the peers and
adults with whom they interact.

No one can give youngsters a recipe for
successful identity-building, but as the article
by Eccles reports, it is the major task that
school-age children confront. They grapple
with it both during the structured school day
and during the plentiful time they spend
away from the school’s routines and require-
ments. One study found that approximately
40% of the waking hours of a sample of high
school children was spent in leisure time.15

American youngsters spend more time
watching television than they spend on any-
thing but school or sleep. In 1999, a national
sample of 12-year-olds spent 15 hours per
week watching television, compared with 24
hours in school and 74 hours sleeping.16

Such statistics have prompted calls for more
after-school programs to engage youngsters
in constructive activities during that large
portion of their waking hours.4,14

During the school-age years, new cogni-
tive skills combine with the school’s compet-
itive environment to heighten children’s
awareness of how well they perform and how
they compare with others. Some expect to
succeed, while others become accustomed
to failing and may eventually turn their backs
on the school culture. Nonschool programs
can help by providing a separate environ-
ment in which children can explore new skill
areas, discover talents within themselves, and
experience the thrill of doing something just
because they love doing it.15 These programs
can build children’s self-esteem, as well as
the personality traits that one observer called
the “other three Rs”—resourcefulness,
responsibility, and reliability.17

The process of identity formation is even
more complex for young adolescents who
are trying to answer the question, “What
kind of a person am I turning out to be?”15

while they cope simultaneously with physical,
cognitive, and emotional changes. During
middle school (ages 10 to 14), the balance of
power between parents and children begins
to shift from the adult control that is appro-
priate during the preschool years, to a
period of “co-regulation” when adults
remain vigilant but give their school-age chil-
dren more room to make decisions to pre-
pare for the independence that lies just a few
years ahead.18 Not surprisingly, decision
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making, autonomy, and social relationships
are high priorities for teenagers.

Accordingly, when teens approach after-
school programs, the article by Quinn
reports that they are seeking fun and
friends, voice and choice. During their out-
of-school time, teens seek out places where
they can gather with friends and interact
with adults on a relatively equal footing,19

gain recognition for their efforts and skills,
and make choices about what they will do
and how they will do it. As one 14-year-old
with a busy after-school schedule com-
mented to an interviewer, “I liked every-
thing I did ’cause I chose it.”20 Programs
that provide these opportunities are likely to
be popular with young people, while pro-
grams that do not may struggle to attract
any participants.19

To Parents: Supervision and
Enrichment
The parent perspective on out-of-school
time is a blend of anxiety and optimism. It is
the responsibility of parents to protect their
youngsters and launch them successfully
into independent roles in the broader com-
munity. Compared with the school day that
is controlled by educators, parents set the
tone for their children’s experiences during
out-of-school time. That is the time in which
they can communicate their love, values,
and expectations, and during which they
can impose the rules and controls that
they believe are warranted.

The articles by Jarrett; by Cooper, Denner,
and Lopez; and by Parke and O’Neil testify to
the efforts parents make to ensure that chil-
dren escape harm, resist temptation, and
master valuable skills. Jarrett describes the
strategies that success-oriented African-
American parents living in impoverished
urban neighborhoods adopt to keep their
youngsters focused on educational goals and
away from the snares of the street culture.
These parents closely monitor their chil-
dren’s actions and social contacts to keep the
youngsters busy in “insulated and enriching
niches” at home or in neighborhood institu-
tions like the church. The articles by Parke
and O’Neil, and by Cooper, Denner, and
Lopez, echo these themes when discussing
how families from varied backgrounds try to
guide their children’s experiences in the
neighborhood, since the neighborhood is a

force that may either support or undermine
the family’s values.8

Increasingly, parents are trying to pro-
tect and encourage their children by
remote control, as they work outside the
home. To them, out-of-school time is a
source of anxiety, concern, and expense.
The article by Cappella and Larner reports
that 76% of mothers with children ages 6 to
17 were employed in 1996, and two-thirds of
them (or half of all mothers with school-age
children) worked full time.21 The greatest
financial and time pressures confront
single-parent households, where 28% of
children lived in 1996. The number of single
mothers who are working has risen as a
result of welfare reform, and they have
joined the search for after-school care.

For the past 20 years, as the commentary
by Seligson explains, parents and commu-
nity groups have organized school-age child
care programs to meet the needs of working
parents with older children. Despite the
growing awareness of these programs, how-
ever, a 1991 national household survey that
focused on child care use found that only
8% of children ages 5 to 12 were cared for
primarily in centers that met regularly before
and after school, and another 21% attended
lessons or activities like sports or clubs that
were more episodic.22 The majority of chil-
dren (65%) spent their time in home set-
tings, with parents, family members, or
family child care providers, while 5% were in
other arrangements including self-care. Cost
is a key reason why many children do not
attend centers or formal activities: Center
fees in 1991 averaged $35 to $45 per week
per child,23 imposing a stiff burden on fami-
lies with limited incomes or several children.

Children’s own preferences play a role in
family choices of after-school options, as well.
As they grow older, many children resist the
idea of “day care” and lobby for the right to
look after themselves after school. The arti-
cles by Vandell and Shumow, and by
Kerrebrock and Lewit, point out that there is
little consensus on the age at which self-care
becomes an appropriate choice for parents
to make. Instead, families make highly indi-
vidual choices after weighing their child’s age
and personality, the characteristics of the
neighborhood, the quality of available alter-
natives, and the resources the family can use
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to pay for after-school care or activities. There is
not always a good solution. One single mother
who had to leave her eight-year-old home alone
while she worked commented to an inter-
viewer, “All I do after 3:00 is worry.”24

To the Public: Prevention,
Learning, and Guidance
The primary question that policymakers and
voters are likely to ask about out-of-school
time is not whether it is important in the lives
of children and families but whether it is the
rightful concern of government. For more
than a century, the main public commitment
to children ages 6 to 18 in the United States
has been the promise of a free public educa-
tion. Fulfilling that promise consumes about
$265 billion per year, or $6,000 per school
child, in local, state, and federal tax dollars.25

Is that not enough assistance for govern-
ment to offer children and families? The
answer to that question has begun to change
as the public and policymakers have paid
more attention to children’s lives and activi-
ties after school lets out. After-school pro-
grams are increasingly seen as relevant to
two broad policy agendas: (1) preventing
crime, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy,
and (2) promoting school achievement.

Government agencies concerned with
physical and mental health worry that chil-
dren experiment with tobacco, alcohol,
drugs, and sex when they are unsupervised
in the afternoons.26–28 As a result, significant
funding has gone to programs that teach
adolescents and younger children the
values and skills needed to steer clear of
these risky behaviors. As the commentary by
Walker explains, however, evaluations have
shown that such narrowly gauged programs
have limited effectiveness. These findings
have fueled the growing support for more
positive and comprehensive approaches
that do not just address youth problems but
that promote youth development.29,30

To law enforcement officials, the hours
after school are when schoolchildren stir up
trouble on the streets, in the malls, or in
schoolyards. Widely reported FBI statistics
indicate that 47% of violent juvenile crimes
take place on weekdays between the hours of
2:00 P.M. and 8:00 P.M.31 Statistics like these
have turned local police into vocal advocates
for after-school programs.32 For instance, the
Police Athletic League in some cities pro-

vides recreational programs to keep chil-
dren off the streets, away from gangs, and
out of trouble.33 At the national level, the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention funds mentoring and after-
school programs that provide safe havens,
adult guidance, and help in resolving con-
flicts peacefully.34

For their part, educators tend to see the
after-school hours as an opportunity for
learning that must not be wasted. The article
by Dryfoos points out that American high
school children spend only half as many
hours in academic instruction each day as do
their peers in Japan, France, and Germany.3,35

The commentary by Brown explains the view
of educators who are concerned with lagging
and uneven achievement among students
despite school reform efforts. They see after-
school programs that offer remedial instruc-
tion, tutoring, homework assistance, and
enrichment projects in math, science, drama,
and computers as a valuable way to help stu-
dents who are disadvantaged or struggling in
school. This vision lies behind the 21st
Century Community Learning Centers pro-
gram mentioned earlier that is funding inno-
vative program development in 468 school
systems across the United States.

Public opinion polls reveal that Americans
endorse the use of government funds to sup-
port school-age children and their families,
especially to provide structure and moral
guidance to children. A national poll of 800
registered voters in 1998 found that adults
fear that children who are alone and unsu-
pervised after school are too influenced by
their peers and are too tempted by risk.36

Fully 80% said they would be willing to pay
$10 more in taxes to fund community after-
school programs that cost $1,000 per year
per child.37 While high-quality programs
that meet daily often cost twice that (see the
article by Halpern), voter support for gov-
ernment funding in this area is an important
step forward. The challenge now is to build
that first step into a sustainable movement to
meet the out-of-school needs of the nation’s
youngsters.

National Commitment,
Local Planning
This discussion of stakeholder values
regarding out-of-school time reveals both
common and divergent interests. A crucial
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common thread is the sense that the nation
now pays too little attention to the experi-
ences that schoolchildren have in their
neighborhoods and homes when school is
not in session. Children and their parents
need more support from their communi-
ties, and recent trends suggest that
Americans increasingly see a role for public-
sector leadership in this arena.

Of course, because the specific interests
of children, families, and policymakers differ,
no one program or approach will be suffi-
cient. Children want interesting activities,
autonomy, and time with friends. Parents are
looking for safe, supervised, goal-directed
programs. Policymakers and voters see the
value in programs that prevent problem
behaviors, promote learning, and provide
guidance. But are these the same programs?
Will the skateboard parks and teen clubs that
youngsters request satisfy their parents’ need
for an after-school program they can trust as
a form of supervision? Will either activity pro-
vide the educational benefits that policymak-
ers are seeking? No answers to these
questions are available today, but one can
easily see that communities need an array of
programs and services that are carefully
planned and adequately funded.

The first step toward a sustainable new
system of after-school solutions is securing a
stable national commitment to invest
resources in such programming. A critical
second step involves local-level planning
efforts to balance the interests of youngsters,
parents, and the public; to assess local
resources; and to strategically invest available
funds in ways that will matter the most to the
community’s school-age children. Designing
communities in which children can thrive
will likely involve not only funds for pro-
grams but also efforts to create child-friendly
public transportation systems, restore safety
to the streets, and reinvigorate public facili-
ties for children.

RECOMMENDATION

� Nationally, continue advocacy and public
education efforts to strengthen the willing-
ness of voters to support the use of govern-
ment resources to address children’s
out-of-school time. Locally, undertake com-

munity planning efforts to identify needs,
establish priorities, mobilize resources, and
guide investments to create a community in
which children can thrive.

Documenting Supply and
Demand
The community-planning processes sug-
gested above will likely uncover a haphazard
collection of local programs that are popular
but underfunded, hard to categorize, chal-
lenging to expand, and uneven in quality.
Moreover, while their overall value may be
accepted, their specific impacts on children
are uncertain. While these problems are
implementation challenges at the program
level, their impacts reverberate through the
system of options for school-age children
at both the local and national levels.
Therefore, solutions are best sought by
taking a systemwide view, beginning with an
objective analysis of the supply of, and the
demand for, different types of after-school
programs and activities.

The ability of planners and researchers
to estimate the supply of after-school pro-
grams and the demand for them is woefully
weak. Only a few major efforts have been
made to count and describe the supply of
after-school programs and activities, and
studies of demand are even more scarce.4,23

The systematic assessment of needs and
options for children’s out-of-school time is
hampered by the lack of clear, universal ter-
minology to use in categorizing after-school
programs and activities. The omnibus term
“after-school program” may mean anything
from an extended-day program at school to
a dance group to a YMCA basketball league.
Such imprecision confuses efforts to docu-
ment supply and demand, to plan new ini-
tiatives, to target program improvement
efforts, and to create appropriate expecta-
tions for program impact.

A new taxonomy of after-school pro-
grams could focus on both program goals
and structural characteristics. For instance, a
program could be classified based on (1)
whether it focuses most on providing child
care, educational support, recreation, or
youth development; (2) whether it is facility-
based and open daily; (3) whether the staff
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monitor children’s attendance; and (4)
whether the program offers a schedule of
different activities or a single, time-limited
activity like a class. Tradeoffs among these
characteristics define what a program can
easily achieve. Because no program will meet
all needs, public and private investments in
specific approaches should be guided by
awareness of their strengths and limitations.

Estimating Supply
The universe of after-school programs has
grown sharply in the past decade, although
its dimensions are unknown (in part
because it is unclear what should be
counted). Two major reports describing pro-
grams for school-age children were pub-
lished in the early 1990s: the 1991 National
Study of Before- and After-School Programs
(referred to here as the 1991 National Study,
and discussed in the articles by Vandell and
Shumow, and by Dryfoos),23 and the 1992
Carnegie Corporation report, A Matter of
Time (summarized and updated in the arti-
cle by Quinn).4 The 1991 National Study
gathered quantitative data on the character-
istics of after-school programs that offer
regular child care, while A Matter of Time
assembled information describing the
diverse array of regular, drop-in, and
episodic activities and programs that occupy
the time of youngsters.

The 1991 National Study estimated that
about 49,500 after-school programs were
open at least two hours per day, five days per
week; these programs were attended by
approximately 1.7 million children from
kindergarten to grade eight.23 Since then,
many public and private initiatives have
added to the number of programs. The fed-
eral 21st Century Community Learning
Centers program alone will launch 1,601
new programs in 1998 and 1999, serving an
estimated 450,000 children. The article by
Dryfoos describes additional investments in
school-based programming that have been
made recently by states, localities, and pri-
vate foundations.

Even so, there are 39 million American
children between the ages of 6 and 14, and
the increasing capacity has only begun to
make a dent in the need for after-school solu-
tions, especially among low-income children.
The article by Halpern reports that even after
several years of supply-building efforts in

Boston, Chicago, and Seattle, there are daily
full-year openings for only 35% of the chil-
dren in Seattle, 14% of the children in Boston,
and only 9% of the children in Chicago.
Estimates by the GAO confirm Halpern’s
concern, as the agency found that the
known supply of school-age care could cover
only about one-third of the population of
children with employed parents, especially
in rural areas.38 Key factors behind the
uneven coverage are variations in parent
demand, scarce and unstable funding, and
the limited availability of staff and space.

Understanding Demand
Understanding the demand for after-school
programs is also a challenging endeavor.
The evidence cited that compares the
number of program spaces with the popula-
tion of eligible children suggests that too few
programs exist. Indeed, a 1998 survey of par-
ents conducted by the U.S. Department of
Education revealed that 74% wanted and
were willing to pay for school-based after-
school programs, although only a third of
those parents reported that their child
attended a program.39 Statistics such as these
suggest that funds should go to create new
or expanded programs.

Cost and Transportation
Some evidence suggests, however, that while
interest in after-school programs may be
great, the actual demand for existing pro-
grams is soft. The 1991 National Study found
that 41% of the spaces that existed in
licensed programs were unfilled.23 Utiliza-
tion rates appear to be strongly influenced
by program characteristics like cost and ease
of access. The article by Halpern reports that
long waiting lists at free programs exist
alongside empty spaces in programs that
charge fees. One study of low-income fami-
lies with children ages five to seven asked
parents about barriers that kept them from
using their preferred after-school options.40

Nearly half (43%) of the parents cited cost,
and 16% cited transportation problems. The
annual cost of school-age child care pro-
grams that are open for three hours a day all
year round hovers around $2,000 to $2,500
per child per year.1,41

The lessons and activities that many par-
ents consider for their older school-age chil-
dren usually charge fees, as well. A Georgia
study found that the state’s daily center-



based programs cost a weekly average of $48
per child, while lessons and activities cost
$22 per week even though they met for only
a few hours.41 Some working parents cannot
afford both a space in a daily program and
the cost of add-on activities, so they combine
the activities with self-care—as long as the
child can safely walk or use public trans-
portation to get where he or she needs to go.
One single parent whose child spent her
afternoons at home said in an interview, “I’d
like her to go somewhere and do something.
She just needs a ride.”42

Child’s Age and Preferences
As these examples illustrate, the child’s age
also influences the demand for after-school
programs and activities. Enrollment in daily
school-age child care programs drops
sharply at about age 1122,41 when involve-
ment in activities like lessons and sports picks
up, as does the prevalence of self-care.21

Researchers who interviewed a sample of
53 children and families over several years
found that a typical after-school pattern for
youngsters of age 11 or older sounds like
this: “Well, on Monday she has soccer prac-
tice, on Tuesday she is home by herself, on
Wednesday and Thursday she goes to a
friend’s house, and on Friday I come home
early from work to be with her.”43

Where they exist, drop-in programs such
as community centers and Boys and Girls
Clubs can play a valuable role in the lives
of such independent middle-schoolers,
although for many children attendance is
irregular. In one national study of 15 success-
ful youth development programs, the partic-
ipants, who were about 13 years old, spent an
average of five hours per week at the pro-
gram.44 As one boy explained to an inter-
viewer, “Sometimes I feel like going to an
after-school program. . . . I don’t like having
to go. I want to be able to go.”45 Designing
surveys that will accurately capture this
youngster’s demand for after-school options
will not be easy, but it is an important task.

Accurate, current supply-and-demand
studies can provide crucial information to
program developers, advocates, and commu-
nity leaders. Supply studies should begin by
proposing a terminology to categorize after-
school programs and activities. They should
then identify gaps and redundancies in the
array of programs for different age groups,

with different goals, on differing schedules,
in different neighborhoods. Demand studies
should survey families and children to deter-
mine the use they make of programs and
activities, and gather information on parent
and child preferences, needs, and schedules,
perceptions of available options, and satisfac-
tion with the child’s experiences.

RECOMMENDATION

� Conduct research to document the
supply of, and the demand for, after-school
programs by type, hours, location, and cost
of care for children of different ages, to
guide the deliberations of community plan-
ners, program developers, and policymakers
as they allocate new funds and design new
programs.

The Challenge of Program
Improvement
In the after-school field, a collision is taking
place between an underfunded, informally
organized array of private, voluntary pro-
grams and an infusion of public funding that
is changing the landscape of program spon-
sorship, program goals, and accountability
expectations. The new funds will expand
access to programs, but efforts are also
required to maintain the quality of existing
programs. Halpern, in this journal issue,
writes of the fragility of after-school programs
and the marginal conditions under which
many of them operate. While an infusion of
new funds would resolve some difficulties,
problems of staffing, space, and supporting
institutions will remain. There is no cadre of
trained youth professionals ready to take up
positions in new after-school programs, nor
do most communities have facilities
designed for children that are currently avail-
able for use. Long-term investments are
needed to improve individual programs and
to establish an infrastructure of facilities
and training supports to uphold the quality
of after-school programs in future years.

System-Building: The Case of
Early Care and Education
System level analysis can help planners and
advocates as they seek to maintain quality
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while expanding access to programs. For
instance, the foundation-supported MOST
project (Making the Most of Out-of-School
Time) adopted a systems approach when
investing $9.7 million over six years to
improve both the availability and the quality
of after-school programs in Boston, Chicago,
and Seattle.46 In the field of early care and
education for younger children, a close
cousin to the after-school field, system-build-
ing efforts launched in the past two decades
have helped to foster the development of
stronger programs and more supportive
policies. Like after-school programming, the
early childhood field faces challenges of lim-
ited funding, variable quality, and uncertain
public support that are serious and unre-
solved. Nevertheless, the sprawling array of
preschool and child care programs has
become more organized, and some of that
field’s advances are described here to sug-
gest next steps that advocates for after-school
programming might consider.

Two major strands of work dominate the
fragmented field of early care and educa-
tion. One is a network of programs focused
on educational goals that are publicly
funded and held to quality standards (Head
Start, preschool). The other is a private
market of child care services purchased by
parents that is governed only by regulations
designed to prevent harm to children.
Government grants and contracts support
Head Start and preschool programs for dis-
advantaged groups, while tax credits and
government subsidy programs help parents
pay child care costs. Public support for these
expenditures was spurred by landmark
research studies that showed the long-term
benefits that preschool programs yield to
low-income children and that documented
the growing reliance on child care by par-
ents in all levels of society.47

Concerted attention by researchers, advo-
cates, and professionals to the idea that
“quality matters” in early care and education
has paid off in policy initiatives that designate
funds for quality improvements, in con-
sumer education campaigns that help par-
ents choose good programs, and in
accreditation standards that recognize high-
quality programs.48 The establishment of
local child care resource and referral agen-
cies promoted system-building by creating
intermediary organizations that help parents

to access local child care programs, offer
training to providers, and gather planning
data that give a bird’s-eye view of the pro-
grams in a given community. Many problems
remain to be solved before the nation has a
well-functioning, equitable system of early
care and education, but research, advocacy,
and intermediary support organizations have
contributed to significant progress in ways
that the after-school field might emulate.

Financing for After-School
Programs
At the heart of many issues of program imple-
mentation in the after-school field lie historic
and persistent funding challenges. This fact
raises the hopes of advocates that new funds
can improve program quality while increas-
ing the availability of programs. To turn those
hopes into reality, however, will require cre-
ativity, planning, and strategic thinking about
ways of mobilizing and combining public and
private resources to support programs.

No estimates of how much public fund-
ing currently goes to activities during out-of-
school time exist at this time. As the
commentary by Barnes-O’Connor notes,
the U.S. General Accounting Office in 1996
found that 131 federal programs spend a
total of more than $4 billion per year on at-
risk and delinquent youths,49 although
much of that funding went to substance-
abuse intervention and job training for
older teens. An estimated $20 billion in
public funds is spent annually to help par-
ents pay for child care, but the proportion
that goes to school-age children is
unknown.50 A growing number of schools
operate or help support after-school pro-
grams, but, again, the extent to which edu-
cation funds are used to pay program costs is
not documented. This absence of informa-
tion about public funding for after-school
programs may reflect the American tradi-
tion of ceding responsibility for organizing
and funding activities for children and
youths to the private, voluntary sector.

Indeed, the 1991 National Study found
that 86% of daily after-school program funds
came from parent fees,23 although programs
in low-income communities understandably
rely more on public and charitable funding.
The article by Halpern reports that many of
the programs serving low-income children
in Boston, Chicago, and Seattle had



expenses that outstripped their revenues
and that they relied on donated space, staff
vacancies, and creative juggling of expenses
to continue operating. Not all programs are
this small or fragile, however. For instance,
the article by Quinn reports that govern-
ment funding for Boys and Girls Clubs dou-
bled in just one year from $4.5 million in
1995 to $10.3 million in 1996; and the
Beacon Schools in New York City operate on
annual grants of $450,000 per site, with
which they are expected to serve 1,000 to
2,000 children and community members.6

The time is now ripe to conduct a thor-
ough economic analysis of financing for after-
school programs that would document the
current situation and generate alternative
financing models. Much of the new public
funding for after-school programs comes in
the form of two- to three-year government
grants, and it is not certain where the new
programs will find ongoing funding for con-
tinued operations—especially if the public
investments have the effect of disrupting tra-
ditions of private charitable support for
school-age services. Efforts to assure the finan-
cial sustainability of both new and expanded
efforts should be high on the priority lists of
policymakers and program planners.

RECOMMENDATION

� Develop and implement new models for
financing after-school programs that incor-
porate affordable parent fees, private-sector
support and donations, and expanded gov-
ernment funding. A new approach to com-
bining and balancing these funding sources
is required to ensure that programs can be
sustained and made accessible to low-
income children and families.

Finding and Keeping 
Qualified Staff
Like both schools and child care, after-
school programs are labor-intensive enter-
prises that revolve around relationships
between adults and children, and personnel
costs consume, on average, 60% of the bud-
gets of daily after-school programs.23 In
those after-school programs that are
licensed as child care providers, the regula-

tions typically hold the ratio of children to
adults to no more than 15:1. Problems arise
as programs with tight budgets attempt to
meet those requirements: Some rely on vol-
unteers or limit staff salaries to less than $10
per hour.23 Moreover, after-school programs
are, almost by definition, part-time opera-
tions. Not surprisingly, staff working only
part time for such low pay are unlikely to feel
committed to their jobs, and the article by
Halpern reports that the average turnover
rate among the staff of daily after-school pro-
grams exceeds 40% per year—outstripping
the high turnover that plagues the nation’s
child care programs.

School-based programs that are consid-
ered educational are not subject to the same
licensing requirements and may have more
financial flexibility than school-age child
care to make different staffing choices, as
the article by Dryfoos explains. Schools
sometimes pay teachers to staff the after-
school programs, with the assistance of uni-
versity students or community volunteers.3,26

Expanding the role of teachers in this way
offers advantages and poses problems. Well
positioned to maximize connections
between the after-school and school day
learning experiences, teachers are better
educated than most youth workers,
although their wage scales are much higher,
as well. The article by Vandell and Shumow
explains that staff qualifications strongly
influence the quality of children’s experi-
ences in after-school programs, which
argues for efforts to engage trained teachers.
programs. On the other hand, as the com-
mentary by Brown suggests, one might
argue that teachers need the hours after
their classes end for their lesson plans and
record keeping.

A related staffing question concerns the
specific qualifications that staff of after-
school programs need most. The commen-
tary by Seligson emphasizes that running an
academic classroom and providing an opti-
mal after-school experience require differ-
ent skills. As of today, however, there is not
an agreed-upon credential or skill set that
can be required of after-school and youth
workers. Nascent efforts are under way to
develop professional standards for program
quality,51,52 but these efforts are complicated
by the differing goals of after-school pro-
grams that require staff with different skills
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and training. Moreover, specifying staff qual-
ifications cannot improve program quality
unless workers also have access to appropri-
ate training opportunities and unless pro-
grams can raise staff compensation to
reduce turnover. Multifaceted efforts are
needed to tackle these interrelated issues.

RECOMMENDATION

� Invest in efforts to conceptualize the skills
required for professional work with school-
age children; to create tailored training
courses and degree programs; and to design
a career ladder that links increasing com-
pensation to increased qualifications.

Access to Facilities and
Specialized Resources
Organized programs cannot meet if they do
not have safe and appropriate space where
children and youths can gather together,
engage in a range of activities, and spend
quiet time; but facilities have proven to be a
stumbling block for many programs.
Leading organizations in the youth develop-
ment field, such as the YMCA and Boys and
Girls Clubs, have long had their own facili-
ties designed for youths to use. However, the
1991 National Study found that 48% of daily
after-school programs operate in shared
space that they do not control.23 Most lack
even weekly access to libraries, computer
labs, art or music rooms, and playgrounds or
parks. When programs do not have connec-
tions to such specialized resources, the activ-
ities they offer children can easily wear thin
and become unattractive. One youngster
complained to an evaluator, “Ping Pong
every day gets boring.”53

The article by Dryfoos focuses on the
potential for locating after-school programs in
school buildings—whether the programs
themselves are operated by schools or by
community organizations. Currently, school-
based programs and school leaders negoti-
ate whether or not the program may use
school facilities from gymnasiums to com-
puter labs, but these relationships are often
difficult. A major benefit from the new after-
school initiatives that are funded with grants
to school systems may be a greater willing-

ness by school officials to provide after-school
access to school buildings and the child-
focused resources that are available there.

In addition to school buildings, many com-
munities offer public facilities (such as parks,
pools, libraries, museums, recreation centers,
and playing fields) that school-age children
are eager to use if they are safe, in good
repair, and accessible by public transporta-
tion. Several leading youth-development
organizations have developed methods that
communities can use to review both youth
needs and resources for youths wherever they
might be located—in schools, in public build-
ings, or under private ownership.54–57 In
many instances, young people take a leading
role in mapping their own communities,
then developing and implementing action
plans to make improvements.

RECOMMENDATION

� Establish strategic partnerships between
public and private institutions to maximize the
benefit derived from resources and facilities
that are suited for use by school-age children.

Linking Diverse Programs
One consequence of the new public atten-
tion to children’s out-of-school time is that
very different types of programs have been
grouped together as examples of a commu-
nitywide set of after-school options. Diversity
yields richness, but it can also lead to tension,
competition, and communication difficul-
ties. Complicating this picture is the fact that
much of the new after-school funding has
gone to school systems. The logic for includ-
ing schools in planning for after-school ser-
vices is indisputable, but disparities in power
and differences in goals make balanced part-
nerships between schools and community-
based organizations difficult to achieve.58,59

Nevertheless, collaborative programs are
being established across the nation, and
there is no doubt that the field of after-
school programs will look far different in
2009 than it does in 1999.

In some instances, new intermediary
institutions play a crucial role in supporting
partnerships, coalitions, and cooperative
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system-building efforts. For instance, Seattle
boasts an independent organization called
the “School’s Out Consortium/YWCA” that
offers training and technical assistance to
after-school programs of all types through-
out the city. In New Hampshire, a nonprofit
coalition called PlusTime works to expand
and improve out-of-school programming by
awarding start-up grants, offering technical
assistance, helping to craft policy, and assist-
ing in community planning processes to
ensure that after-school issues are being
addressed statewide.60 Intermediary organi-
zations like these, which resemble the early
childhood field’s resource and referral agen-
cies, help to make the system of independent
but linked after-school programs tangible.

RECOMMENDATION

� Create coalitions, councils, or coordinat-
ing bodies (similar to child care resource
and referral agencies) to serve as network
hubs, intermediaries, advocates, and sup-
port systems for after-school programs, fami-
lies, and youths throughout the community.

Evaluations: Present 
and Future
The justification for investment in after-
school programs and the intermediary orga-
nizations needed to support them is, of
course, that these programs will help policy-
makers, parents, and children meet their
goals for out-of-school time. Only within the
past few years has evidence documenting
the impact of after-school programs on chil-
dren begun to accumulate. In the words of
one reviewer, “Research on after-school pro-
grams is at a very rudimentary stage.”61 As
the commentary by Walker points out,
strong, long-term evaluations of after-school
and youth development programs have not
yet demonstrated widespread impact on the
high-priority youth outcomes that matter to
most policymakers and the public.

Indeed, as the article by Quinn points
out, relatively few strong studies have been
undertaken. Methodological challenges
complicate studies of voluntary programs
that offer a menu of activities and have broad

goals that are not easily measured (such as
increases in self-esteem or leadership
skill).30,61,62 Evaluation is also costly, and until
recently youth program funders have not
given it high priority. The past five years have
brought a sharp upswing in research on after-
school and youth development programs,
however. New findings are emerging regu-
larly, and new evaluations are being designed
by researchers across the United States.

Studies of daily after-school programs for
children under age 10 typically follow the
mold of child care research, where children
are observed in settings chosen by their fam-
ilies. Some studies compare children who
attend after-school programs with those
who spend their out-of-school time alone,
with a parent, in activities, or with unsuper-
vised peers; others examine children in dif-
ferent after-school programs.63,64 As the
article by Vandell and Shumow explains,
younger children and those in low-income
neighborhoods benefit most from after-
school child care programs, showing
improvements in behavior with peers and
adults, work habits, and performance in
school. Fewer positive impacts result for
older children and for those in middle-class
or suburban neighborhoods that are safe
and offer a variety of attractive activity
options. Program characteristics influence
outcomes, as well. Children do not fare well
in rigidly structured programs where staff
members have a harsh style of interacting,
but benefit from attending flexible programs
with varied activities and supportive staff.

By contrast, studies of youth develop-
ment programs serving older children usu-
ally focus on individual programs that are
well implemented or are testing a new pro-
gram approach. Evaluations of this type are
accumulating rapidly. For instance, in 1998
the American Youth Policy Forum published
a volume called Some Things DO Make a
Difference for Youth, which reviewed 69 evalua-
tions, and in 1999 it published a second com-
pendium with results from an additional 64
evaluations.65 These and other recent
reviews summarizing evaluation results30,61,65,66

report a collection of positive results. When
compared with children who do not partici-
pate in after-school programs, the youngsters
who do participate achieve higher grades in
school, exhibit more positive work habits
in school, engage in fewer high-risk behav-
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iors, and show more social competence with
peers at school and at home.3

When interpreting these positive find-
ings, however, it is crucial to remember that
the programs are voluntary and their partic-
ipants are self-selected. That means that
unmeasurable qualities like motivation and
interest probably differentiate the children
who sign up from their uninterested peers.
These preexisting personal qualities could
easily lead to more favorable outcomes for
the active children, regardless of what spe-
cific program they happened to join.
Evaluators can control the influence of self-
selection by including all the children who
were invited to join the program group—
even those who declined or drifted away—in
the analysis of program impacts. Such evalu-
ations will permit more confident statements
about the contribution that after-school pro-
grams make to the lives of young people.

New additions to the evaluation litera-
ture on after-school programs will soon
come from multisite initiatives launched
with government and foundation grants.
The Department of Education is planning
both broad-scale and intensive evaluations of
the new 21st Century Community Learning
Centers program mentioned at the outset of
this article. Such multisite studies promise to
yield a wealth of new knowledge about how
programs with different characteristics influ-
ence the outcomes that matter to the
policymakers and the public—from the pre-
vention of risk behaviors to improved school
performance, enhanced self-esteem, and
higher aspirations for the future.

From a policy perspective, this is a time to
concentrate substantial evaluation resources
in a few ambitious and careful studies of
important programs to gain the knowledge
needed to guide subsequent policy and
funding decisions. The value that these new
studies will have for policymakers, program
designers, and advocates will rest on the
rigor of the evaluation design and the choice
of the outcomes measured. The field-build-
ing value of evaluations is greatest if they
measure a wide range of outcomes for chil-
dren, not a narrow set of outcomes that the
specific program expects to change. By com-
mitting to measure a broad spectrum of
important life outcomes that unfold over
time (such as the avoidance of early preg-

nancy or delinquency, high school gradua-
tion, and career or college choices), evalua-
tions ensure the interest of policy audiences
and the public. As a side benefit, compre-
hensive outcome tracking also permits ana-
lysts to detect unanticipated positive or
negative changes that might emerge, and to
compile and compare findings across stud-
ies. When the results of a series of well-
designed, comprehensive, coordinated
studies are integrated, planners and policy-
makers will have strong evidence as well as
anecdotes on which to base their decisions.

RECOMMENDATION

� Launch a limited number of rigorous
evaluations of program models that are
important because they are based on strong
theory or are being implemented on a wide
scale. Such evaluations should be designed
to estimate effects on a broad array of out-
come measures that matter to planners and
policymakers, so that positive results can
reinforce public confidence that govern-
ment has a role to play in providing after-
school solutions.

Conclusion
School-age children have entered the public
spotlight. They are drawing attention not
only as students but as the next generation
of well-rounded individuals, parents, work-
ers, citizens, and leaders. Many young
people and youth advocates might say, “It’s
about time.” The challenge before today’s
adults is to make the most of this window of
policy opportunity. The new funding for
after-school programs will significantly
expand the availability of programs and may
change their character. These are critical
years for the growing field of after-school
professionals, program developers, advo-
cates, and researchers.

Because the new resources are public dol-
lars, they are linked to policy goals that are
salient to the voters and elected officials. But
after-school programs will succeed only if
they also appeal to parents and children. As
long as advocacy efforts can sustain the cur-
rent interest of public and private funders in
after-school programs, it will fall to commu-



nity leaders to balance the interests of parents
who seek child care and educational enrich-
ment; of youngsters who are eager for recre-
ation, skills, and autonomy; of policymakers
who focus on school achievement and risk
reduction; and of the public that cares about
character-building and moral guidance.

This period of fresh public interest, inno-
vation, and program expansion creates a
precious opportunity to design a new system
of after-school options that is coherent and
well supported. This analysis has argued that
major problems of program delivery cannot
be well diagnosed or resolved program by
program, but should be addressed sys-
temwide. This article has touched on four
major hurdles: finding ongoing funds, main-
taining an able staff, securing appropriate
space, and developing an accurate under-
standing of likely program impacts. With

new funding and widespread program
expansion, progress can be made on all four
fronts. There is even more reason for opti-
mism if community and program leaders
succeed in forging new partnerships and
new support institutions to give after-school
programs a stable financial base, a profes-
sional identity, and opportunities to
strengthen overall quality. Together, advo-
cates and professionals, children and par-
ents, and policymakers at all levels of
government can move to build an array
of programs and activities that are high qual-
ity, affordable, and evenly distributed across
neighborhoods, to engage children’s hearts
and minds during the time they spend
“when school is out.”

Mary B. Larner, Ph.D.
Lorraine Zippiroli, R.N., M.S., M.H.A.
Richard E. Behrman, M.D.
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