
As more and more young people return to school buildings, and school 
leaders consider how to offer students extra learning opportunities 
through newly designed school days and school years, expanded  
learning programs are more essential than ever before. After a year of 
the pandemic, we cannot and should not expect our school buildings 
and our teachers alone to meet our students where they are, find ways to 
accelerate learning, and help young people succeed. 

Throughout the pandemic, millions of young people and families 
nationwide have benefited from afterschool and summer programs 
that provide enriching activities to supplement school day learning and 
support social, emotional, and academic development; these essential 
partners in teaching and learning stand ready to help through this new 
phase of recovery and renewal. For the remainder of this school year, 
the upcoming summer, and the next school year and summer, effective 
expanded learning approaches that include school and community 

partners, focus on social, emotional, and academic supports for the whole 
child will be key to supporting school success and students’ renewed 
interest in learning.

Decades of research documenting the outcomes of afterschool and 
summer programs reveal a set of nine key principles that are essential to 
helping young people reach their full potential. Aligning the spectrum of 
expanded learning opportunities with these principles will ensure quality 
and consistency across all programs. This document can be used to guide 
expanded learning policy at the local, state, and federal levels, which is 
particularly important as our country moves to recovery from COVID-19. 

Working together, schools, afterschool programs, and community 
partners will be better positioned to help all of our young people, and 
especially those who have been historically underserved, emerge from this 
crisis strong, resilient, and hopeful.

EXPANDED LEARNING PROGRAMS ARE ESSENTIAL FOR COVID-19 RECOVERY:

Key Principles for Expanding Learning to Support
Student Re-Engagement

1. School-Community Partnerships: Strong partnerships between 
community organizations and schools are at the core of successful 
expanded learning programs. As schools reopen, expanded learning 
programs are an opportune partner to keep students engaged in learning, 
on track academically, and safe and supported in all of the new school 
day and year schedules. These partnerships should be characterized by 
alignment of goals and services, effective lines of communication, and data 
and resource sharing. 

2. Active and Engaged Learning: Strong expanded learning programs 
engage young people in meaningful and relevant experiential learning 
opportunities that are culturally competent and responsive to the 
students they serve. Activities tap into a young person’s interests, as well 
as help young people explore and find new areas of interest, sparking 
their passion and fueling their imagination. These engaging learning 
experiences are even more critical as families live in and recover from 
the COVID-19 crisis. During these uncertain times, afterschool programs 
will continue innovating to provide services that keep kids excited about 
learning and build meaningful connections. 

3. Family Engagement: Research points to active parent involvement in 
their child’s education as a key factor in student success, and community-
based organizations collaborating with schools on expanded learning 
can help facilitate that involvement. The partnership between schools and 
expanded learning programs is particularly important during times like the 
COVID-19 crisis. Afterschool programs are well-positioned to regularly 
check in with parents and help schools stay connected to families, help 
parents navigate emerging challenges as many are facing job loss or 
modified work schedules, and help their children recover from learning 
loss, social isolation, and trauma related to the pandemic.

4. Intentional Programming: Explicit goals and intentionally designed 
activities that align with those goals are critical to the success of expanded 
learning programs. Successful programs must also engage participants 
in meaningful ways and meet their developmental and academic needs. 
In response to the COVID-19 crisis, which caused schools to close and 
students to miss months of learning, many afterschool programs adapted 
to stay open or offer virtual learning activities that teach to the whole child. 
Programs should expect to continue to intentionally design activities that 
help address emotional needs related to recovery as well as academic 
needs related to modified school calendars.   
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5. Diverse, Prepared Staff: In most instances, afterschool and 
expanded learning programs feature a combination of in-school teachers 
and community partners’ staff. Successful expanded learning programs 
ensure that the staffing ratios, qualifications, ongoing professional 
development, and overall diversity of staff are closely linked to program 
goals and activities. The blending of teachers and non-teachers allows for 
a wide range of expertise and a breadth of adult perspectives that can help 
youth feel comfortable learning and exploring and ultimately contribute to 
their success.

6. Participation & Access: As we look ahead to recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the need to ensure that all young people have 
access to more active and engaging learning opportunities is evident. 
Studies show that frequency and duration of participation in expanded 
learning programs matter; the more kids participate, the more likely they 
are to improve academically and behaviorally. When children choose and 
direct their enrichment experiences, they become more ardent learners 
and stronger leaders. It is important to recognize that attendance numbers 
in schools and expanded learning programs will likely fluctuate as families 
and communities make choices and decisions to protect their health and 
safety. For that reason, it is important that participation not be mandatory.

7. Safety: Adequate space, supervision, and security are necessary for 
young people to have the comfort and freedom to focus solely on the task 
at hand. Students’ safety is the top priority among the afterschool field as 
programs adapt and reopen centers in a COVID-19 world. Programs will 
collaborate with schools and ensure proper safety measures, including 
masks, sanitation, and smaller staff-to-student ratios so that families feel 
comfortable with their children in programs’ care.

8. Health & Well-being: The best programs take a holistic approach 
to well-being, helping students build their social and emotional skills and 
competencies, such as critical thinking, problem solving, and the ability to 
work in teams, as well as providing opportunities for physical activity and 
access to nutritious meals and snacks that otherwise might be unavailable. 
Students need not only academic support, but also social and emotional 
support. They need help sustaining and rebuilding relationships, talking 
about their experiences and emotions, developing as leaders and agents 
of change, and re-engaging with their interests. As schools reopen, 
expanded learning programs can help young people recover from the 
social isolation and trauma related to COVID-19, re-engage in learning, 
and resume healthy development.

9. Ongoing Assessment & Improvement: Expanded learning 
programs that employ sound data collection and management practices 
focused on continuous improvement have the most success in establishing 
and maintaining quality services for young people. Frequent assessment 
(both informal and formal) and regular evaluation (both internal and 
external) are ingredients needed to refine and sustain expanded learning 
programs. Afterschool remains committed to sharing best practices 
as programs navigate delivery of services that are responsive to the 
coronavirus pandemic. 

While COVID-19 has affected us all, it is essential to keep in mind that that low-income communities and communities of color have been especially 
hard hit. Afterschool and summer learning programs were a lifeline for underserved communities before the pandemic and now they are more 
important than ever as families with limited resources struggle to adapt to newly designed school days and years. The gaps in opportunity that 
already disadvantage students from low-income families are likely to grow. All young people need access to afterschool and summer opportunties 
that include time with friends and mentors, opportunities for creative enrichment and expression, healthy meals, daily physical activity, and 
fun engaging projects that allow them to explore and create and help them re-engage with learning. Expanded learning opportunities that 
complement the school day are key to helping all young people and their families through this crisis.  
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The Afterschool Alliance is working to 
ensure that all children have access to 
affordable, quality afterschool programs.


