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The Current Landscape of Afterschool and

Summer Research

Afterschool programs once served simply as a supervised safe space where children could go when the school day ended
but before parents returned from work. Today, they offer a broader and more holistic set of supports for young people and
their families. In addition to being a safe and supportive environment for young people and providing families peace of
mind, afterschool programs offer young people a wealth of experiences that inspire a love for learning, strengthen academic
achievement, nurture physical and mental well-being, and cultivate the habits, skills, and mindsets that last into adulthood.

More than two decades of research and evaluations document these outcomes. This brief highlights a selection of the most
recent evidence—including quasi-experimental and experimental studies—that demonstrate the powerful role afterschool
and summer programs play in helping young people flourish.

Supporting school-
day attendance,
behavior, and
engagement

Chronic absenteeism, generally defined

as students missing 10% or more days in

a school year, is one of the most pressing
issues in education today, with more than
1in 5 students chronically absent in 2025
across states collecting that data. While the
rate of chronic absenteeism has improved
since its peak in 2022 (28%), progress has
slowed each year since 2023, and in 2025, it
improved by less than a percentage point.
Absenteeism, however, does not occur in
isolation. Disengagement, a primary driver
of chronic absenteeism, often precedes it.
A 2025 study by the Center for Universal
Education at Brookings found that fewer
than 10% of 3rd through 12th grade students
reported schooling experiences that foster
the highest form of student engagement,
characterized by exploration, resilience,
creativity, and critical thinking.2 Research
consistently finds that afterschool programs
not only improve school-day attendance but
can also provide experiences that motivate
young people and spark excitement for
learning—two factors key to cultivating and
sustaining engagement.

REDUCING ABSENTEEISM

A 2025 U.S. Department of Education report on 21st Century
Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC) nationwide found that
nearly 3 in 5 students (58%) who were chronically absent the
previous school year improved their school-day attendance during
the 2023-2024 school year.? Research finds that regular afterschool
program participation may lead to even greater gains in school-
day attendance. For instance, a 2025 statewide evaluation of
[llinois’ 21st CCLC programs found that 61% of students who were
chronically absent the previous year improved their attendance,
with improvement rising in conjunction with the hours of program
participation. About half of students attending fewer than 15 hours
improved their attendance rate (53%), compared to approximately
three-quarters of students (74%) attending 270 or more hours
during the program year.* Participation in summer programs

also has a positive impact on attendance during the school year.

A randomized control trial evaluating Boston's Summer Youth
Employment Program revealed that high school participants were
5.9 percentage points less likely to be chronically absent than
their non-participating peers during the following school year,

and unexcused absences decreased by 2.1 days.®

IMPROVING SCHOOL-DAY BEHAVIOR

Studies also demonstrate that students participating in
afterschool programs experience fewer school suspensions.

An experimental evaluation of StudentU, a comprehensive
out-of-school-time program providing wraparound services to
middle and high school students in Durham, North Carolina,
found that participants were 10.3 percentage points less likely
to be suspended in 9th grade than non-participants, and this
reduction was even greater for students who entered the program
needing more academic support.® Moreover, research finds that
suspension rates decrease as program dosage increases. In
Indiana, 12% of 21st CCLC participants who attended fewer than
30 days received an out-of-school suspension, compared to only
5% of participants who attended more than 90 days.’




INCREASING SCHOOL-DAY ENGAGEMENT AND CONNECTEDNESS

21st CCLC statewide evaluations consistently find improvements in participants’ school-day engagement.

A 2025 evaluation of Texas Afterschool Centers on Education (ACE), the state's 21st CCLC program, found

that 78% of 1st through 5th grade ACE participants improved their teacher-reported engagement in learning,
and in Pennsylvania, a majority of 1st through 5th grade attendees in need of improvement made progress

in their class participation (61%), engagement in learning (58%), homework completion (57%), motivation to
learn (53%), and attentiveness in class (53%).2° Programs can also improve attitudes toward school. A 2026
evaluation of Kentucky's 21st CCLC programs found that middle and high school students overwhelmingly agree
that their afterschool program has helped them enjoy coming to school (80%) and become more involved in
school (87%).1° Even afterschool programs without a specific academic focus can profoundly affect students'
connection to school. In a mixed-methods study of an afterschool music program for 5th graders, post-test
data found that in addition to positive changes in students’ confidence in their music ability, students showed
statistically significant improvements in their belongingness and feelings of support from teachers, friends, and
school administrators, as well as an enhanced sense of school pride and school perception."
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Boosting academic
performance

National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) scores have declined
over the past decade, and 2024 data
reveal that 4th and 8th grade reading
and math test scores remain below
pre-pandemic levels.” Additionally, the
National Center for Education Statistics
School Pulse Panel found that at the
end of the 2024-2025 school year,
nearly a third of public school students
were behind grade level.® Along with
increasing school-day attendance and
engagement, research shows that
regular participation in afterschool
programs can positively impact
students’ academic achievement.

RAISING SCHOOL GRADES

A 2022 study published in the Journal of Applied Developmental Science
found that children who regularly attended high-quality afterschool programs,
either alone or in combination with other extracurricular activities, were
more likely to achieve higher academic performance in subjects such as
reading, math, science, and social studies than students who participated in
extracurriculars but had higher levels of unsupervised time, as reported by
teachers. Teachers also reported that regular afterschool program attendees
demonstrated stronger work habits and task persistence than their peers
who had more unsupervised time.* Additionally, programs that balance
academic offerings with leisure activities, like arts and crafts or free play,
can enhance academic outcomes. An evaluation of a subset of Michigan's
21st CCLC programs serving 7th and 8th grade students found that for every
10-hour increase in students’ leisure activity time, their math grade points
showed an associated improvement of approximately 0.02 on a 4-point scale
(A= grade point 4; F= grade point 0). These effects held across demographic
groups regardless of gender, race, income, or academic classification.”

IMPROVING TEST SCORES AND SUBJECT PROFICIENCY

A quasi-experimental study evaluating a Denver-based afterschool

program located in four public housing neighborhoods found that program
participation was associated with a small but positive effect on reading
assessment scores and an increased likelihood of teachers rating students
as proficient in math and science.'® The summer months are also a time when
students can make academic gains. A 2025 quasi-experimental evaluation of
Summer Boost, a multi-city summer learning program serving nearly 35,000
students, found statistically significant gains in math and English Language
Arts (ELA) test scores. Summer 2024 participants gained approximately five
weeks of math learning and two weeks of ELA learning compared to their
non-participating peers, and those attending the program for two consecutive
years saw even greater math improvements, suggesting a cumulative effect.”

FOSTERING STEM IDENTITY AND EFFICACY

Afterschool programs offering science, technology, engineering, and math
(STEM) can strengthen students’ interest in STEM and their belief in their
ability to succeed in STEM subjects. A study examining the impacts of Studio
STEM, an afterschool STEM program for middle schoolers, found that by

the end of the program, students reported significantly higher perceptions
of their science competence than at the start and that they found science
more interesting and useful. In contrast, their non-participating peers

saw significant decreases in their perceptions about the value of science
attainment, their interest in science, and the utility of science.”® Another
study of 421 youth attending a middle school with a 21st CCLC science club
found that participation in the afterschool science club was associated with
greater science identity, and having friends in science clubs was similarly
associated with greater science identity, even among those not participating
in science clubs themselves.”®
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CONSISTENT PARTICIPATION LEADS TO GREATER GAINS

Studies have found that students who participate more regularly in afterschool programs are more likely
to improve academically than their peers who attend less often:

=» Higher attendance during a program year: A 2025 evaluation of Indiana's 21st CCLC programs found
that approximately half of 3rd through 8th grade participants who attended for more than 90 days
(49%) improved their performance on their statewide English assessment, compared to 44% of those
attending fewer than 30 days.?

=» Higher attendance over multiple years: The same evaluation found that 3rd though 8th grade
participants attending for 60 days or more over four years were much more likely to demonstrate
English and math proficiency and to have stronger final grades in English and math.?

-» Greater gains for students struggling academically: Lower-performing students (those who received
an For D in English or math at the end of the fall semester) saw even greater gains compared to their
peers attending the program less often. Approximately 60% of lower-performing students attending
programs for 90 or more days improved their English and math grades during the spring semester,
compared to 40% of those attending less than 30 days during the school year.?

=» Gains on broader indicators of academic achievement: In Idaho, a 2026 evaluation of the state’s 21st
CCLC programs found that progress in academic achievement indicators, like academic performance,
satisfactory homework completion, and motivation to learn, increased consistently with days of
attendance among students needing to improve. For instance, 83% of students attending 91 or more
days improved their academic performance, compared with 65% of students attending 30 days or less
during the school year.?
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Parent Perspectives: Afterschool Programs Meeting
Parents’ Priorities

In addition to the evaluations that detail the benefits afterschool programs provide to the children and youth who are able
to participate, surveys of parents find that they want afterschool programs to provide a variety of academic, well-being, and
future-oriented supports for their children and report that afterschool programs are delivering on these priorities:?

Parents say that they are
extremely or somewhat
satisfied with the following
in their child's afterschool
program:

Parents say the following are
extremely or somewhat
important in choosing their
child’s afterschool program:

ACADEMIC ENRICHMENT AND ENGAGEMENT

84% Exciting child about learning 79%
Learning activities not provided
75% e iy 77%
during the school day
79% Opportunities for reading and writing 77%
65% STEM learning opportunities 61%

SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ WELL-BEING

93% Safe environment 91%

91% Developing positive relationships with other kids in the 88%
program

90% Support of child’'s mental health and well-being 83%

87% Physical activity 85%

FUTURE-ORIENTED SUPPORTS

Opportunities to develop skills like communication,

87% teamwork, critical thinking, leadership, and 82%
entrepreneurship

73% College or career exploration* 68%

69% Work-based learning experiences* 64%

*Shown only to parents of 6-12t" grade afterschool participants



Supporting young
people’s physical
and mental well-
being

From teaching youth how to grow and
prepare healthy foods and maintain

an active lifestyle, to providing youth
with supportive staff and mental health
counselors, afterschool programs
expose young people to a range of
opportunities outside of school that
help them develop healthy habits and
skills that, in turn, support their physical
and mental well-being. Without access
to such structured support, many young
people may spend the hours after
school in unsupervised, unsafe, and
sedentary activities. A 2026 statewide
evaluation of 21st CCLC programs in
Kentucky found that 62% of elementary
school students and 58% of middle and
high school students shared that if they
were not attending their afterschool
program, they would likely be watching
television or playing video games.? For
parents, approximately 9 in 10 say that
support of their child's mental health
and well-being (90%) and more time

for fun, educational activities and less
time on screens (88%) are important
when choosing their child's afterschool
program.?® Additionally, a 2022 study
published in the Journal of Adolescence
found that unsupervised time among
high school students significantly
increased the likelihood of binge
drinking and regular marijuana use

in adulthood.” Afterschool programs
can guide young people to avoid risky
behaviors, engage in physical activities,
establish nutritious eating habits, and
build the interpersonal skills needed to
navigate life challenges.

REDUCING RISKY BEHAVIORS

Afterschool programs can promote protective factors, like meaningful
friendships and relationships, that can shield young people from behaviors that
may negatively affect their health and safety. A 2025 randomized controlled trial
of the Big Brothers Big Sisters Community-Based Mentoring program found
that youth selected to participate in mentoring were significantly less likely
than their non-participating peers to engage in violence-related behaviors

(30% vs. 43%) and recurring substance use (18% vs. 31%) four years after being
matched with their mentors.?® National youth data from the Boys & Girls Clubs
of America similarly show positive associations between afterschool program
participation and healthy decision-making. The organization’s 2024 report found
that participating students in grades 9 through 12 were more likely than high
school students nationally to have abstained from cigarettes (88% vs. 84%),
vaping (83% vs. 64%), and marijuana use (83% vs. 75%), as well as misuse of
prescription pain medication (95% vs. 90%).%°

DEVELOPING THE HEALTHY HABITS THAT SUPPORT YOUNG
PEOPLE’S PHYSICAL WELL-BEING

The hours after school are a formative time for young people to engage in
lifestyle skills that can support their long-term health:

= Improving nutritional knowledge: A 2024 evaluation of Vetri Cooking Lab,
an afterschool nutrition program serving youth in the Greater Philadelphia
area, found that integrating hands-on nutrition education into afterschool
programming improved participants’ confidence in preparing food and
strengthened their knowledge of healthy food choices. Participating
students retained significant improvements in their cooking confidence
and knowledge after completing the program, with half reporting they
made at least some changes to their individual dietary choices.®

= Encouraging healthy food and activity habits: A 2025 pretest-posttest
quasi-experimental evaluation of Healthy Kids+, a healthy living afterschool
program for school-age children in Florida, found that participating
students increased their fruit and vegetable consumption, ate breakfast
more regularly, engaged in more physical activity, and drank more water
while decreasing their fast food consumption and screen time.?' A 2026
follow-up study of Healthy Kids+ continued to show improvements in
health knowledge, attitudes, and self-efficacy for participating students,
with approximately 85% of whom reported greater intention to engage in
physical activity and 79% reported a stronger ability to choose healthy
snacks at school or at home after the program ended.®?

= Building lasting healthy habits: A 2026 mixed-methods longitudinal study
of Girls on the Run found that former participants continued to describe
physical activity as important to maintaining their physical and mental
well-being. Among a subsample of alums who participated in sports
or other physical activities in 8th grade, 90% agreed that the program
supported their continued interest and participation in physical activity.
Alumni participants also articulated an understanding of long-term health
benefits of remaining active, suggesting that afterschool programs can
help young people develop not only healthier lifestyle skills but also the
knowledge and motivation needed to sustain these skills.*®
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DEVELOPING THE SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS THAT
SUPPORT YOUNG PEOPLE’S MENTAL WELL-BEING

A 2025 synthesis study of 10 systematic reviews and meta-
analyses found largely promising evidence of positive effects of
afterschool programs on self-perception, prosocial behavior, and
identity development for children aged 4 through 12. The study also
found that content-specific extracurriculars, such as programs
focused on STEM or music, showed further benefits, particularly in
identity formation, social skills, and perseverance, especially when
programs offered hands-on learning, strong peer and adult-child
relationships, and culturally responsive content for participating
students.? Likewise, a 2024 pre-post longitudinal study evaluating
the impact of a trauma-informed afterschool program on resilience
in elementary school children found that individual resilience,

or the ability to cope with and recover from trauma, increased
significantly among new program participants who didn't already
exhibit the highest level of resilience in the pre-survey. Results from
the post-survey showed positive changes in individual resilience
factors such as goal-setting, self-value, problem-solving, and
self-regulation. The study further found that positive changes

in students reporting support from their afterschool program

were significantly associated with increases in protective factors
including activities, friend support, and school connectedness—all
of which contributed to gains in individual resilience.®®

Afterschool programs may be especially crucial for young people
experiencing structural barriers to their well-being. In a 2023 meta-
analysis of 56 studies of afterschool programs published in the
Journal of Community & Applied Psychology, researchers found
that afterschool programs supported positive outcomes among
youth of color, young people living in economically disadvantaged
communities, English-language learners, and young people who
had engaged in risky behaviors or experienced trauma. Across
the studies reviewed, afterschool participation had a small, but
significant, positive effect on young people's interpersonal skills,
mental and behavioral health, and identity development.*

T
]
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AFTERSCHOOL AND STATE YOUTH RISK
BEHAVIOR SURVEYS

States that have included an afterschool
activities-related question in their Youth
Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), which monitors
and tracks health trends among high

school and middle school youth, have found
positive linkages between participation

in programs and young people’s healthy
choices. For example, in Alaska, students
taking part in afterschool programs at least
two days per week were 39% less likely to
use marijuana, 28% less likely to have an
unexcused absence, and 18% less likely to
use alcohol. Vermont, which has included an
afterschool-related question in their state’s
YRBS over multiple survey cycles, found that
from 2015 to 2019, risky behaviors decreased
among high schoolers who participated in
afterschool activities 20 hours or more a
week, including the rate of alcohol use (from
36% to 30%), carrying a weapon to school
(from 11% to 5%), and being in a physical fight
(from 23% to 20%).

McDowell Group. (2018). Protective factors for
youth substance abuse and delinquency: The role
of afterschool programs.

Schwab, E. (2021). Decreases in risk behaviors for
students with very high levels of participation in
out-of-school time activities. Vermont Afterschool.
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Preparing young
people to thrive in
adulthood

A 2025 survey from the U.S. Chamber

of Commerce and College Board found
that 84% of hiring managers believe most
high school students are not prepared
to enter the workforce, and 80% say
today's graduates are less prepared
than previous generations.” Likewise,

a Gallup poll of high schoolers revealed
that many students report feeling not
only unprepared but also unaware of the
full spectrum of post-secondary career
pathways, including working at a paid
job, obtaining a bachelor’s or associate’s
degree, pursuing a certification
program, or completing an internship or
apprenticeship.®® Research shows that
afterschool programs can equip young
people with the professional skill sets and
real-world experiences that can inform
their next steps and support their long-
term success.

SUPPORTING HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE GRADUATION

A 2019 longitudinal quasi-experimental evaluation of LA's BEST, a comprehensive
afterschool program serving more than 25,000 elementary school students in
the Los Angeles Unified School District, found that students with high levels of
attendance were 5% less likely to drop out of high school and 6% more likely to
graduate on time than their non-participating peers from the same schools.*
Programs may also influence students' expectations and actualization of
educational success. Another longitudinal study using nationally representative
data found that among 10th graders, greater breadth of extracurricular
involvement was associated not only with higher expectations for educational
attainment by the 12th grade but also with a greater likelihood of obtaining a
college degree or certification eight years after high school graduation.*°

PREPARING THE FUTURE WORKFORCE

Afterschool programs can provide youth with the transferable skills and
experiences needed to excel in their future careers. A 2024 study published

in the Journal of Extension found that participation in county-level 4-H
programming, including afterschool programs and clubs, predicted the
likelihood of developing skills beneficial in the workforce. Based on survey
data, alumni aged 18 through 25 reported high levels of skill attainment in four
key areas: personal skills, including goal setting, maintaining self-control, and
meeting obligations and commitments; problem solving and decision-making;
workplace skills, such as the ability to use basic technology and computer
software, application of knowledge and skills, and ability to work on a team
and independently; and communication skills, in particular, the ability to
communicate clearly and effectively in a variety of settings.”

In addition to supporting workforce skills development, afterschool programs
boost college and career readiness. A 2025 evaluation of Ohio's 21st CCLC
programs found that approximately 2 in 3 students who participated in the
workforce programming reported that they were more aware of potential career
options (69%) as well as their career next steps (64%).*? And, Delaware’s 2022
21st CCLC evaluation found that high school students largely agreed that their
program has helped them learn skills that they can use later in life (94%) and
prepare for college and career (92% and 85%, respectively).®

-
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AFTERSCHOOL BENEFITS FROM CHILDHOOD TO
ADULTHOOD STRONGER LEARNERS, EARNERS, LEADERS

Young people who consistently
participate in afterschool
programs benefit in the short-
and long-term, with positive
impacts lasting into adulthood.

4 Improved school attendance
4 Higher grades
4 Improved social skills

4 Increased positive relationships
with peers and staff

SECONDARY SCHOOL YOUNG ADULTHOOD

SUPPORTING STEM ENGAGEMENT AND CAREER PATHWAYS

Afterschool programs offering STEM have been found to improve the likelihood that participants will pursue a
STEM major in college or enter a STEM career. For instance, a longitudinal quasi-experimental study published
in 2026 found that afterschool science club participation significantly predicted high school students’ intention
to pursue a STEM major in college, with science club participants 40% more likely to pursue a STEM degree than
similar non-participating students.** Relatedly, a seven-year longitudinal quasi-experimental study found that
participation in a museum-based, out-of-school-time STEM program yielded positive outcomes related to STEM
degree completion and career pathways. Alumni of the STEM program, who were primarily high school students
of color, were not only significantly more likely to graduate from college than non-participants but also much
more likely to graduate with a STEM degree and be employed in a STEM field upon graduation.*

SHAPING LIFE TRAJECTORIES

A 2020 study found that participating in afterschool programs in elementary school contributed to better grades
and a rigorous course load in high school, resulting in greater educational and occupational attainment in
adulthood.*® Another study published in Development and Psychopathology found that youth who consistently
participated in organized afterschool activities in elementary school had fewer problem behaviors later in life,
including lower impulsivity and fewer encounters with police by age 26.# Finally, a mixed-methods study of Big
Brothers Big Sisters found that compared to those who were not mentored, mentored youth were 10 percentage
points more likely to enroll in college upon high school graduation and, when they entered the workforce, earn
roughly 15% more between ages 20 and 25. Given this boost in educational attainment and earnings, researchers
estimate that participants are expected to earn $56,000 more by age 65 than their non-participating peers.*®

LEARN MORE

To find more studies on afterschool and summer learning programs, visit the Afterschool Impacts

Database, which hosts nearly 200 summaries of evaluations that report on outcomes associated with
program participation.
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