
& WELLNESS 
HEALTH

Promoting Healthy Futures: Afterschool 
Provides the Supports Parents Want for 
Children’s Well-Being

April 2022 

Executive Summary

For Susan Prandhan, ourBRIGDE for KIDS, an afterschool 
program that primarily serves the immigrant and refugee 
community in Charlotte, North Carolina, made all the 
difference.

Born in the Sanischare refugee camp in Eastern Nepal, 
Susanna came to the United States with her family when 
she was just 11 years old. Her transition to a new country 
was difficult. “The language barrier and the culture shock 
almost felt tangible. In 6th grade, I was bullied because I 
did not fit the mold the other students were expecting,” 
Susanna, now an alumna of ourBRIDGE explained.   

But after joining the program, things began to change. 
“[ourBRIDGE] provided me a safe space where I could 
thrive academically and socially without fearing judgment 
from others,” Susanna said. “The program helped 
me improve in English and other school subjects and 
exposed me to extracurriculars and different aspects of 
American culture, while interacting with intelligent and 
compassionate tutors and volunteers from all walks of life.”

Susanna is one of countless young people for whom 
afterschool and summer enrichment programs have made 
life-changing differences, providing access to a set of 
essential holistic supports, such as safe and supportive 
spaces, caring adult mentors, and help building confidence 
in who they are and who they can become. Afterschool and 
summer programs like Susanna’s are vital to communities 
across the nation. They work with students, families, 
schools, and other community partners, helping provide 
the positive settings, relationships, and experiences that are 
the foundational building blocks for young people’s healthy 
development. 

That has never been more clear than over the last two 
years. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, concerns 
about the well-being of young people have become 
paramount. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, mental health-related emergency 
room visits by 12- to 17-year-olds in 2020 increased 31 

percent compared to 2019, and multiple surveys show 
parents’ growing concerns for their children’s well-being.1  
Recognizing the serious impact the pandemic has had on 
young people’s health and well-being, in October 2021, the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy 
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s 
Hospital Association joined together to declare a National 
State of Emergency in Children’s Mental Health.2  

Afterschool and summer programs have an important role 
to play in supporting the healthy development of young 
people and are all the more critical today. But the soaring 
demand for programs is far from being met.

Promoting Healthy Futures: Afterschool Provides the 
Supports Parents Want for Children’s Well-Being, based 
on a pre-pandemic national household survey—America 
After 3PM—of more than 31,000 parents of school-age 
children, takes a closer look at parents’ perceptions of 
afterschool programs, their priorities for their children, 
and whether afterschool programs were supporting the 
healthy development of the children they serve and 
were positioned to do so going forward. This report also 
identifies gaps in supports and areas of opportunity for 
policymakers and communities to ensure that young 
people have the necessary resources to persevere through 
the pandemic and emerge on the other side healthy, happy, 
and hopeful. 

Introduction
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Key Findings
I.  Parents increasingly view afterschool as important to the healthy development of children 

From building social skills and positive relationships with mentors to keeping kids safe in the hours after school, the 2020 America After 

3PM study finds that parents overwhelmingly agree that programs are providing a broad set of supports for children that are integral to 

their healthy development. 

 ■ A strong majority of parents agree that afterschool 
programs support young people’s healthy development: 
More than 8 in 10 parents agree that afterschool programs 

provide opportunities for young people to engage with their 

peers and reduce unproductive screen time (85 percent), 

learn life skills (82 percent), and build confidence (81 

percent). And more than three-quarters of parents agree that 

children in afterschool programs have opportunities to learn 

responsible decision-making (79 percent) and build positive 

relationships with caring adults and mentors (77 percent). 

Additionally, most parents agree that afterschool programs 

provide working parents peace of mind that their children 

are safe and supervised (83 percent), that they reduce the 

likelihood that young people will use drugs or engage in 

other risky behaviors (75 percent), and that they keep kids in 

their community safe and out of trouble (74 percent). 

 ■ Regardless of community, region, or politics, parents 
agree on the benefits of afterschool: Across community 

types, regions of the country, and political affiliations, large 

majorities of parents agree on the benefits of afterschool 

programs. For example, more than 8 in 10 parents in urban 

(85 percent), suburban (83 percent), and rural communities 

(82 percent); parents in the Northeast (85 percent), Midwest 

(84 percent), West (83 percent), and South (82 percent); and 

parents who identify as Democratic (86 percent), Republican 

(83 percent), and Independent (82 percent) agree that 

afterschool programs provide working parents peace of mind 

that their children are safe and supervised. 

 ■ More than ever before, parents believe programs 
support kids’ needs: Parents are now more likely to agree 

that programs provide children a wide range of supports 

than a decade ago. For instance, compared to 2014, parents 

are more likely to agree that afterschool programs keep kids 

in their community safe and out of trouble (74 percent vs. 

66 percent), reduce the likelihood that young people will 

engage in risky behaviors (75 percent vs. 73 percent), and 

provide working parents peace of mind that their children are 

safe and supervised (83 percent vs. 75 percent). 

 ■ Parent views on the benefits of afterschool have grown 
stronger—whether they have kids in programs or not: 
Ranging from keeping children safe and out of trouble to 

helping children build their social skills, more parents with 

and without a child in an afterschool program agree that 

programs provide such supports. For example, 90 percent of 

parents with a child in an afterschool program currently agree 

that afterschool programs keep children safe and out of 

trouble, 6 percentage points higher than 2014 (84 percent) 

and 13 percentage points higher than reported in 2009 (77 

percent). Among parents without a child in an afterschool 

program, agreement grew from roughly 6 in 10 parents in 

2009 and 2014 (59 percent and 60 percent, respectively) to 

70 percent in 2020.  
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SUPPORTING HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT IN THE TIME OF COVID-19

During the fall of 2020, more than 8 in 10 parents reported that they were concerned about their child’s well-being 
(84 percent), that their child had friendships and personal connections (82 percent), and that they were active on a 
regular basis (81 percent). When asked about the types of experiences they most wanted for their child, parents were most 
likely to report that they thought that their child needed more opportunities for physical activity (44 percent) and time 
to build life skills (40 percent). Rising to meet the needs of the children and families in their communities, afterschool and 
summer learning programs further established themselves as an integral partner in the network of supports necessary to 
ensure that all students, in particular those who were struggling and missing out, were provided the care and opportunities 
that they needed to emerge from the pandemic re-engaged and re-energized. 

Afterschool and summer programs reporting that they are providing their students:

  Fall 2021   Summer 2021   Spring 2021

Time to interact with peers  
and build social skills91

91%86
86%86
86%

Snacks and/or meals67
67%65

65%77
77%

Home visits and/or check-in calls 
with students and families21

21%22
22%32

32%

Family/parent activities57
57%48

48%3
N/A

Opportunities to talk with their peers 
or staff members about their feelings81

81%77
77%80

80%

Opportunities to develop life skills85
85%33

N/A
N/A

National survey of 1,202 parents conducted by Edge Research on behalf of the 
Afterschool Alliance Oct.12-29, 2020 and national surveys of afterschool and 
summer program providers conducted by Edge Research Feb. 19-Mar. 15, Jun.2-
28, and Nov.1-Dec. 13, 2021. 

Physical activity86
86%82

82%81
81%

II.  Afterschool programs support healthy development

America After 3PM finds that parents increasingly recognize afterschool programs’ role in providing foundational supports to help 

young people learn and grow—supports that are the primary drivers for the choices parents make when selecting their child’s 

afterschool program. Focusing on the activities and supports provided by afterschool programs, the three most important aspects 

parents look for when selecting their child’s afterschool program are a safe environment, knowledgeable and caring staff, and the 

opportunity to build life skills. And, in keeping with parents’ priorities, America After 3PM finds that afterschool programs are providing 

the supports that parents are seeking for their child.

 ■ Parents prioritize and afterschool programs provide safe and nurturing spaces: By wide margins, a safe environment and 

quality of staff are the aspects of an afterschool program parents regard as the highest priority. Overall, more than 9 in 10 parents 

report that safety of environment (93 percent) and knowledgeable and caring staff (93 percent) were important when selecting their 

child’s afterschool program, with 80 percent and 75 percent of parents respectively reporting each were extremely important. The 

percentage of parents reporting satisfaction with these aspects has increased over time, with the percentage of parents reporting 

satisfaction with their child’s afterschool programs’ safe environment growing from 85 percent in 2009, to 88 percent in 2014, and 

to 92 percent in 2020. Satisfaction with knowledgeable and caring staff at the program has trended upwards as well (76 percent, 84 

percent, and 89 percent, respectively). 
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 ■ Parents value opportunities for children to build life 
skills, and afterschool programs are delivering: Eighty-

eight percent of parents report that opportunities to build life 

skills were important when selecting their child’s afterschool 

program, with nearly 6 in 10 (58 percent) reporting these 

opportunities were extremely important. An overwhelming 

majority of parents report that their child’s afterschool 

program offers time for them to build social skills (90 

percent), their self-confidence (82 percent), and life skills (68 

percent). Eighty-four percent of parents report satisfaction 

with opportunities for their child to build life skills, such 

as interacting with peers, developing social skills, and 

responsible decision-making.

 ■ The physical activity and nutritious foods provided by 
afterschool are important factors for parents: Eighty-

four percent of parents report that opportunities for 

physical activity were important in choosing their child’s 

afterschool program, while 71 percent say the availability of 

snacks, meals, or both, which include healthy options, was 

important in their selection of their child’s program. Both 

have increased in importance for parents since the previous 

America After 3PM survey in 2014 (68 percent and 62 percent, 

respectively). Currently, 85 percent of parents report that their 

child’s afterschool program offers opportunities for physical 

activity and 83 percent are satisfied with the opportunities 

for physical activity, while 70 percent report that their child’s 

afterschool program offers snacks and/or meals that include 

healthy options, and 73 percent report that they are satisfied 

with the snacks, meals, or both that are offered by their child’s 

afterschool program. For families with low incomes, families 

living in urban communities, and families living in the South, 

as well as Black and Latino parents, the availability of food 

was more likely to be extremely important when selecting 

their child’s afterschool program than for parents nationally.

 ■ Parents see afterschool programs as helping to reduce 
risky behaviors: When asked if afterschool programs 

reduce the likelihood that young people will engage in risky 

behaviors, 84 percent of parents with a child in an afterschool 

program agree. However, specific programming to reduce 

risky behaviors, including substance use, teen pregnancy, 

and violence prevention programs, is a lower-tier priority for 

parents of middle and high school students, with a minority 

of parents (43 percent) reporting that this was extremely 

important in choosing an afterschool program. The case can 

be made that the high percentage of parents who agree that 

afterschool programs reduce the likelihood of young people 

engaging in risky behaviors indicates that parents view 

supports and activities offered by afterschool programs, such 

as time to interact with peers and opportunities to build life 

skills, as contributing to reducing risky behaviors and helping 

young people make positive choices.

At the Boys and Girls Club, we create 
bonds, meet new people, and just 

have fun. My afterschool program helped me 
open up and be more vocal. I now feel more 
comfortable being able to shout out my opinions 
when needed. The program brought me out of 
my shell and without it, I wouldn’t be the social 
and fun person that I think I am. Through the 
program, I also get the chance to give back 
to my community. We have lots of community 
service projects that focus on what people in 
the community need. One important moment 
was when we made over 1,000 sack lunches for 
people experiencing homelessness in downtown 
Salt Lake City, Utah. It was so great to work with 
so many different people and connect with others 
to make a difference.”

- Noah, Miller Family Boys & Girls Club - Noah, Miller Family Boys & Girls Club 
Murray, UtahMurray, Utah

“
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III.  Parents of color and families with low incomes especially value afterschool’s role in 
supporting healthy development 

While a safe environment and knowledgeable and caring staff are by far the most important qualities in an afterschool program for 

families overall, according to survey results, parents of color and families with low incomes place higher priority on certain supports 

than do White and higher-income respondents. 

 ■ Opportunities to build life skills: Black (67 percent) and 

Latino parents (64 percent) and families with low incomes (63 

percent) are more likely to say that opportunities to build life 

skills were extremely important in choosing an afterschool 

program than parents overall (58 percent), families with 

higher incomes (56 percent), and White parents (54 percent). 

 ■ Programming to reduce risky behaviors: Higher shares of 

AANHPI*  (56 percent), Black (50 percent), and Latino parents 

(45 percent), and parents with low incomes (48 percent) report 

that programming to reduce risky behaviors was extremely 

important when choosing their child’s afterschool program—

higher than parents overall (43 percent), families with higher 

incomes (41 percent), and White parents (38 percent). 

 ■ Snacks and meals: For families with low incomes (48 percent) 

and Black (46 percent) and Latino parents (44 percent), snacks 

or meals that include healthy options were more likely to be 

extremely important when choosing their child’s afterschool 

program than parents nationally (40 percent), White parents 

(38 percent), and families with higher incomes (36 percent).

*   This report will include findings on Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander (AANHPI) 

parents, respondents who selected either “Asian” or “Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander” when 

asked to describe themselves.
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The report, Time for a Game-Changing Summer, With 

Opportunity and Growth for All of America’s Youth, 

established that similar to the hours after school, a safe 

environment and knowledgeable and caring staff were the 

primary deciding factors when parents selected what their 

child did during the 2019 summer. However, unlike priorities 

during the school year, parents are more likely to report that 

opportunities such as time to experience the outdoors (52 

percent vs. 41 percent), physical activity (60 percent vs. 53 

percent), and building life skills (63 percent vs. 58 percent) 

were extremely important in their decision-making process 

when selecting a summer program. 

For their child’s summer, parents say that they want 

programs that offer activities that are engaging, offer choice, 

and keep their child active and outside, more so than a 

summer experience focused on academics.

During the pandemic, a national survey of parents 

commissioned by the Afterschool Alliance in August 

2020 found that parents continued to prioritize a safe 

environment (90 percent), knowledgeable and caring 

staff (88 percent), and opportunities to build life skills (85 

percent) when choosing their child’s activities for the 2020 

summer. Also among the top five reasons parents selected 

their child’s summer activities were safety and cleaning 

precautions against COVID-19 (86 percent) and time for 

their children to interact with peers and supportive staff (84 

percent). Similar to findings in the America After 3PM survey, 

parents were more likely to say that supports for their child’s 

well-being were important during the summer compared to 

academic help.

Summertime and Healthy Development
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IV.  Areas of opportunity

Afterschool programs are providing young people a safe and supportive environment where they have opportunities to be active, 

interact with their peers, build confidence, and learn responsible decision-making. However, America After 3PM identifies areas where 

afterschool programs can do more to further support young people’s healthy development.

 ■ Parent/family engagement: While family activities were 

not among the top factors for parents when selecting their 

child’s afterschool program (48 percent in 2014), engaging 

families is an opportunity for afterschool programs to build 

connections with families, thus helping to strengthen the 

web of support for children. Yet, the America After 3PM 

survey finds that only 43 percent of parents report that their 

child’s afterschool program offers parent or family activities, 

a slight decrease from 45 percent in 2014. As 78 percent of 

parents with a child in an afterschool program agree that 

afterschool programs help parents build connections to 

their child’s school day education, increased opportunities 

for family engagement in afterschool programs can further 

establish relationships and trust between families and 

program providers. 

 ■ Service learning/community service: Forging connections 

to one’s community through activities such as community 

service and service learning has short- and long-term 

benefits for young people, including a positive impact on 

their health outcomes, educational achievement, feelings of 

connectedness to the community, and economic prospects. 

Afterschool and summer programs are an opportune 

time to engage students in community service or service 

learning, however, only 36 percent of parents report that 

their child’s afterschool program offers service learning or 

community service. While this number jumps to nearly half 

among parents of high schoolers (49 percent), the number 

drops back down to roughly 1 in 3 among parents of 

middle schoolers (37 percent) and elementary schoolers (32 

percent). 

 ■ Addressing parent concerns: America After 3PM finds that 

half of parents without a child in an afterschool program (50 

percent) report that their decision not to enroll their child in 

a program is partly based on concerns that programs would 

expose their child to negative influences, experiences, and 

values, such as bullying and peer pressure. This concern 

is greater among Latino (56 percent) and Black parents 

(54 percent). As only 1 in 4 parents without a child in an 

afterschool program completely agree that information on 

afterschool programs is readily available in their community 

and among parents of likely participants, 60 percent report 

it was difficult to find an appropriate afterschool program 

for their child, increasing access to information about 

available afterschool programs can help ensure that parents 

are well-informed when making decisions about enrolling 

in an afterschool program. Information sharing could take a 

number of forms, such as afterschool programs partnering 

with local schools to help increase awareness or programs 

hosting open houses for families to learn more about their 

offerings.

Conclusion
By April 2020, 41 states and the District of Columbia had 

issued statewide stay-at-home orders and schools in 45 

states were closed for the academic school year.3  Two 

years later, children and families continue to cope with 

disruptions to school, work, relationships, and everyday 

life. Afterschool and summer learning programs are a 

pivotal component of the network of supports that young 

people need, now more than ever. However, from 2014 

to 2020, afterschool program participation has decreased 

as barriers to participation and unmet demand for 

afterschool programs have grown. 

As parents increasingly look to afterschool programs to 

support young people’s overall health and development, 

but issues of access prevent millions of young people from 

benefitting from the opportunities that programs provide, 

action is needed at the local, state, and federal levels to 

ensure access to afterschool programs for every young 

person who wants to participate. For young people like 

Susanna and Noah, their afterschool programs provided 

a place where they felt that they belonged, where they 

had supportive adults and mentors, where they gained 

confidence, and where they found their voice. All young 

people deserve the same opportunities to help them 

forge healthy futures. 
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Methodology
America After 3PM is a nationally representative survey of randomly selected adults who live in the United 
States and are the parent or guardian of a school-age child who lives in their household. The survey was 
conducted using a blend of national consumer panels, with the goal of completing at least 200 interviews 
in every state and Washington, D.C. In states where this goal could not be reached using online panels, 
supplementary telephone interviews were conducted. America After 3PM data included in this report 
was collected between January 27 and March 17, 2020. A total of 31,055 households were surveyed. For 
the 2020 wave of America After 3PM, interviews were conducted in both English and Spanish. Data from 
interviews are weighted on race and income within state and by state population. The overall margin of 
error for child-level and household-level data is +/- < 1 percent. 

National and state America After 3PM data can be found on the interactive data dashboard at: 
afterschoolalliance.org/AA3PM/.
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