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Engaging families in afterschool and summer learning is a critical component of the 
21st Century Community Learning Centers initiative. Many other expanded learning 
opportunities and afterschool programs also place a premium on involving families. 
Research shows that when families are engaged, student outcomes, such as attendance, 
behavior, and achievement, improve. This article opens with a definition of family 
engagement in afterschool and then presents a research-based rationale for why family 
engagement is an essential component of afterschool and summer learning programs. 
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Family engagement in afterschool includes 
activities for and with family members that 
are implemented on-site, where afterschool 
programs are actually located. It also includes 
additional and important activities and 
behaviors that happen outside of afterschool 
programs that influence children’s development 
and learning within the program, such as 
encouraging a student’s participation, helping 
students make informed choices about 
programming, discussing a child’s progress 
with program staff, reinforcing skills from the 
program at home, and being an advocate for 
and/or leader in the program.
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When afterschool programs reach out to and engage families, everyone stands to 
benefit—students, family members, programs, communities, and even schools. Family 
engagement can accomplish three specific objectives: 

O@$ C7''()*$4&')(>#6$'+)*4-4'+*4(,$4,$+.*#)0-"((1$')(3)+&0@$Families are critical 
partners in the recruitment and retention efforts of afterschool and summer 
learning programs. They are often a program’s best ambassadors, not only 
in encouraging their children to participate but also in reaching out to other 
families to help them understand the importance of participation in afterschool 
programming (Lauver & Little, 2005). Once students are enrolled, family 
engagement can also be a factor in sustaining participation. 

N@$ When afterschool programs are 
intentional about their family engagement strategies, then program participants 
tend to exhibit better outcomes. 
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Family engagement in afterschool programs can be leveraged to improve family 
engagement in learning in and out of school. Specifically, studies have found that 
family engagement in afterschool programs can lead to greater involvement in 
school events, increased assistance with homework, and more encouragement  
for reading.
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Research shows that meaningful family engagement is 
associated with improvements in key student outcomes, 
including attendance, behavior, and achievement. 
Determining whether there is a causal relationship, 
however, will require additional research. Is increased 
family focus on their child’s academic performance 
during the school day a result of specific strategies that 
afterschool and summer learning programs employ, or are 
families of children in afterschool simply more inclined to 
participate in their child’s education? Both are important.

Regardless, the research is clear that afterschool 
and summer programs, as the bridge between home 
and school, are well positioned to influence families’ 
engagement in their child’s education. Therefore, as 
more and more local, state, and federal efforts to expand 
learning after school and in summer emerge, it is critical 

that these efforts include a strong family engagement component. Indeed, the 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers initiative already includes annual reporting 
on family involvement, sending a strong signal to programs that family engagement is 
important. Moving forward, all afterschool and summer programs, whether supported 
by local, state, or other federal funding streams, should include a robust plan for 
implementing and monitoring family engagement as a necessary component of effective 
afterschool programs.
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