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What Are Expanded Learning Opportunities?
Expanded learning opportunities (ELOs) offer structured learning environments outside the tradi-
tional school day, through before- and after-school; summer; and extended-day, -week or -year pro-
grams. They provide a range of enrichment and learning activities in various subjects, including arts; 
civic engagement; and science, technology, engineering and math (STEM). They also offer academic 
support, mentoring and more. High-quality ELOs often engage participants through innovative learn-
ing methods and complement what students learn during the school day. ELOs are part of a range of 
supports that can help youth succeed, along with positive influences from family, friends, school and 
other enrichment activities. 

Year-Round Approach to Expanded Learning Opportunities

A widening achievement gap and low rates of 
high school graduation in the United States1 
have led many educators and policymakers 
to rethink ideas about when, where, how and 
what youth are—and should be—learning. 
Many of these educators and policymakers 
believe that a traditional academic curriculum 
alone no longer is adequate to prepare young 
people to succeed in their careers and adult 
lives; in order to thrive, they also need 21st 
century skills such as problem-solving, col-
laboration and creativity. In addition, while 
education has traditionally been the domain 
of schools, there is increased recognition that 
students do not stop learning when they leave 
the classroom. 

In this expanded vision of education, no single 
setting offers the diverse resources necessary 
for youth to gain all the skills and knowledge 
they need to become well-rounded, success-
ful adults. Instead, youth receive access to a 
wide range of expanded learning opportuni-
ties (ELOs) that expose them to experiences 
that complement and amplify their education 
in the classroom. Collectively, these ELOs, in 
conjunction with schools, families and other 
community supports, can engage youth to 
master a broad set of skills that can set them on 
the path to high school graduation along with 
post-secondary and career readiness. 

Year-round learning is one of the most prom-
ising approaches to addressing the full range 

of youth’s educational needs. In this approach, 
community-based initiatives connect school, after-
school and summer learning to ensure that edu-
cational opportunities reinforce and build upon 
each other across settings, are seamless throughout 
the year and address a broad and diverse set of 
needs. This strategy also allows schools to leverage 
existing resources and programs in the commu-
nity so that, even during tight budgetary times, 
they can offer students full, multifaceted learning 
experiences. Different year-round learning models 
are described in the Related Resource text box.

Related Resource

Harvard Family Research Project’s research report, 
Year-Round Learning: Linking School, Afterschool, and 
Summer Learning to Support Student Success, describes 
a number of ways programs and initiatives have been 
structured to ensure that young people have the op-
portunity to learn and grow throughout the year. 

Programs and initiatives highlighted include: 

•	 Organizations that operate summer and after-
school programs with links to the school day, 

•	 Community-based programs that work with the 
same cohort of participants over multiple years, 

•	 School-led programs that partner with after-
school and summer programs to increase learn-
ing time, and 

•	 District- and community-wide initiatives that link 
school and out-of-school activities.

Report available at www.hfrp.org/Year-round-Learning.
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Benefits of Year-Round Learning Programs 

By increasing student access to educational activities 
that are aligned with and complement the regular 
school day/year activities, year-round initiatives bolster 
learning in several ways. In particular, continuity across 
time and settings allows:

1. Shared resources among educational partners, 
2. Family and youth engagement in learning, 
3. Prevention of summer learning loss, and
4. Coordinated systems to track and use data 

A discussion of these benefits and examples of pro-
grams follow.

1. Shared resources among educational partners 
Year-round learning initiatives require a shared respon-
sibility for education, so schools do not have to bear 
the full weight of this task. As part of this collaborative 
effort, schools, community-based organizations and 
social services often can pool their resources to help 
year-round learning initiatives coordinate services to 
improve overall efficiency. Such measures can be espe-
cially important in the face of shrinking budgets. 

Collective resources also can allow the partners in-
volved access to a wider range of funding sources than 
they otherwise would have individually. The resources 
available across partners often span public, nonprofit 
and private sectors. While many funders are interested 
in supporting only one component of a year-round 
learning initiative (e.g., only summer activities), careful 
planning can allow partners to coordinate and com-
bine their resources to create funding that covers costs 
across all aspects of the year-round initiative. 

2. Family and youth engagement in learning
Year-round learning initiatives encourage family 
involvement in children’s education to keep youth 
engaged in the programs year-round and over time. As 

the “primary bridge between multiple learning settings, 
parents play an important role in helping to broker 
and foster their children’s learning experiences.”3 By 
engaging in their children’s education, parents can help 
children connect what they are learning across dif-
ferent environments—including school, after-school 
and summer programs and activities at home and in 
the community. Parents also can connect their child’s 
learning over time—across the day, week and year and 
from one year to the next.

The structure of these initiatives also encourages youth 
engagement in learning. In particular, the scope and 
duration of these experiences can help sustain youth’s 
interest not only by allowing them to gain knowledge 
that builds over time, but also by providing enough 
variety to avoid boredom. In addition, the initiatives 
often create personalized learning settings that re-
spond to each child’s needs, thus helping to encourage 
continued participation. For example, ELO program 
and school staff often work with families and children 
to create individual achievement plans that identify 
each child’s specific needs and possible ways to address 
them. Program staff also can tailor activities to meet 
the needs of members of a particular group, such as 
those determined by demographic features (e.g., eighth 
graders, girls or English language learners) or by inter-
est (e.g., science, sports or art). 

3. Prevention of summer learning loss
If they are not able to participate in structured learning 
experiences during the summer months, youth suffer 
substantial losses in what they have learned during the 
school year.5 On average, students end the summer a 
month behind where they were academically before 
the summer break.6 To compensate for this loss, teach-
ers and students often need extra time for review at 
the beginning of the school year, which detracts from 
current-year studies. In addition, summer learning loss 
tends to affect students unequally; those from disad-
vantaged families are much less likely to have access 
to educational activities during the summer than their 

The After-School Corporation’s (TASC) ExpandED Schools 
Program is a network of New York City public elementary 
and middle schools that partner with community organiza-
tions to expand the schools’ learning time. Students are 
provided with hands-on science, literacy, arts and recre-
ation activities that may not be available during the school 
day. To date, these schools have received funding from 
federal, private and local school sources. While some barri-
ers remain to effectively combining these funding streams 
into a unified system, the schools have demonstrated early 
successes in being able “to stretch the benefits and magnify 
the effects of each.”2 

The Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) Freedom Schools® Initia-
tive provides summer and after-school enrichment to help 
K-8 children fall in love with reading, increase their self-es-
teem and generate positive attitudes toward learning. The 
program’s curriculum includes a focus on parent and family 
involvement. Recent data suggest the initiative is helping 
reduce summer learning loss. At sites in North Carolina, for 
example, nearly 90 percent of summer program partici-
pants maintained or improved their reading skills during 
the summer of 2010.4
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more advantaged peers. This discrepancy contributes 
to the achievement gap between low-income youth 
and their higher-income peers.7 

To address this summer learning loss, year-round 
learning initiatives often attempt to connect school-
year and summer learning experiences to reinforce 
traditional academic lessons. They also offer activities 
that teach new skills and broaden students’ abilities 
using modes of learning that differ from those available 
during the school year. Providing these options helps 
to ensure that youth remain engaged in the learning 
process. Quality summer programs help youth main-
tain the knowledge gained during the school year; in 
some cases, participants show academic improvement.8 
An added advantage of these year-round initiatives is 
that all youth, regardless of their family’s financial sta-
tus, have access to high-quality educational experiences 
that extend into the summer.

Since summer programs often begin early in the day, 
they may have fewer time constraints than after-school 
programs. This additional time offers students several 
benefits. First, it provides opportunities to thoroughly 
engage in a topic or activity of interest to them. Such 
interest-driven educational activities not only help stu-
dents realize that acquiring knowledge is  fun, but also 
can help create a self-sustaining interest in learning.9 
Second, this additional time allows program staff flex-
ibility to schedule more “fun” experiences such as field 
trips than can be offered during the school year. These 
activities encourage continued participation in valuable 
educational programming. Finally, summer may offer 
programs more time to engage families to help contin-
ue children’s learning at home. For example, programs 
can recommend educational computer games parents 
can play with their children to help reinforce critical 
skills taught in the program. These activities also can 
encourage parents to learn along with their children.

4. Coordinated systems to track and use data 
Teachers, families, agencies and other school staff 
have valuable information to share about the youth 
with whom they interact, including data about their 
interests and progress related to academic achieve-
ment, social functioning and problem-solving skills. 
The procedures for exchanging information must have 
stringent safeguards to protect youth privacy, includ-
ing clearly defined restrictions on data access. Within 
these constraints, however, it is important for data to 
be shared so those involved in children’s education—
including schools, community agencies and fami-
lies—can effectively use the information to consider all 
aspects of a student’s needs and interests and identify 
how to best meet them. Access to this information also 
can help year-round learning initiatives identify suc-
cesses and any gaps or areas in need of improvement.

This data sharing can take many forms, from informal 
discussions between partners to shared online data 
systems. Beyond simply sharing data, many year-round 
learning efforts are working to bring data from a vari-
ety of agencies, including schools, after-school pro-
grams and summer programs, into a single system to 
track youth’s participation and progress in various ser-
vices and activities. For example, schools can provide 
information about student grades and test scores to 
help ELO programs and parents understand children’s 
academic strengths and areas in need of improvement. 
Streamlining these data systems creates a coordinated 
approach so access to information about the youth is 
as seamless as the services they receive.

Policy Implications and Examples

•	 Efficient and maximum use of resources can occur 
when community-based organizations share and coor-
dinate youth resources with schools and social services. 
Policymakers can help these efforts by supporting 
more flexible funding initiatives to cover year-round 

Higher Achievement (HA) prepares Mid-Atlantic middle 
school students from low-income communities for ac-
ceptance into top high schools and keeps them on track 
to enroll in college. In 2010, 73 percent of school year HA 
participants continued in the program into the summer. 
Both HA participants and their nonparticipating peers ex-
hibited learning gains. Nonparticipants tended to become 
involved in other summer learning opportunities, which 
likely helped them keep pace with HA participants. How-
ever, participants who had been involved in HA for two to 
three years scored significantly higher than nonparticipants 
on both comprehension and problem-solving standardized 
tests, suggesting that longer-term program involvement 
may be necessary for major learning improvements.10

The DC SCORES after-school program is designed to in-
crease youth’s school engagement, physical fitness levels 
and sense of self-worth through soccer, poetry and service-
learning at middle and high schools in Washington, D.C. A 
customized tool allows DC SCORES staff to enter program 
data and generate automated analysis, creating charts and 
graphs of key data to view real-time results of the program’s 
effectiveness. For instance, this tool, used in conjunction 
with a participant survey as part of a 2009 evaluation, 
revealed that DC SCORES participants showed improved 
school engagement, which correlated with increased feel-
ings of belonging and self-worth.11
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learning strategies as a whole, rather than funding 
them individually. The Massachusetts legislature, for 
example, funds the After-School and Out-of-School 
grant program, which supports innovative out-of-
school time opportunities, including after-school, 
before-school and summer programs. Preference is 
given to grant proposals that develop collaborations 
across settings through partnerships between schools 
and community-based organizations.

•	 State legislators also can look for barriers to braid-
ing and/or blending across various funding streams. 
Combining state money with funds from various 
other sources can help maximize use of public money 
for youth programs. In a number of states, legislative 
task forces or coordinating councils help identify ELO 
funding streams and barriers to combining dollars 
from different sources. One such task force is the Il-
linois Youth Development Council, which was created 
in 2010 by S.B. 3543.

•	 As state policymakers look for ways to increase 
youth engagement in learning, they can consider poli-
cies that encourage schools and parents to work with 
summer and after-school programs to tailor out-of-
school programming to youth’s interests and needs.

•	 When states consider measures to help strug-
gling students and close the achievement gap, state 
policymakers may want to take into account summer 
learning loss and the role summer programs can play 
in minimizing that loss by reinforcing what is learned 
during the school year. 

•	 Sharing information among schools, parents, 
agencies and community partners can help coordinate 
efforts to support a child’s learning and identify sup-
ports the child may need. As state legislators review 
existing state data systems, they may consider how 
partners can share certain information or data points 
in a secure manner.
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