
WHAT WE KNOW

About the Impact of the 21st CCLC Program

The 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC) program is as complex 
and varied as the 1.5 million young people it serves nationwide. The 21st CCLC funding 
supports programming that ranges from small school-based centers (primarily providing 
academic supports and entirely funded by 21st CCLC dollars) to large multisite programs 
(offering comprehensive services, including academics, arts, and sports, and funded by a mix 
of public and private funds). 

This variety makes evaluating the program’s impact difficult. Sometimes, even determining the 
scope of the Community Learning Center intervention can be a puzzle. But American Institutes 
for Research (AIR) statewide evaluations of the 21st CCLC program in five states since 2008 
help solve that puzzle. 

So far, these five evaluations have turned up promising evidence that the program is working:

 § Participating regularly in the 21st CCLC program was consistently associated with higher 
state assessment scores in reading and mathematics. The effects were small but 
consistent with expectations for an intervention lasting, on average, 10 hours per week.1

 § Students saw gains in cumulative grade point average and in the number of credits earned 
toward graduation.2 High school participants saw particularly large gains. In one state, 
high school youth attending the program for at least 60 days were 97 percent more likely 
to be promoted to the next grade level than similar youth, in the same schools, who did 
not participate.3

 § School-day disciplinary referrals and absences fell. For example, in one state, youth 
participating for 60 days or more during the school year had 70 percent fewer unexcused 
school-day absences and 72 percent fewer disciplinary incidents than similar youth,  
in the same schools, who did not participate.4

 § In one state, the evaluation revealed a positive and statistically significant relationship 
between greater attendance and improvement in student motivation and attentiveness, 
prosocial behaviors, and homework completion and quality.5 These outcomes, research 
shows, are connected to longer term academic and social success.6 

 § An AIR survey of state 21st CCLC directors revealed great breadth of activity related 
to improving the quality of 21st CCLC programming. Fully 70 percent of states provide 
grantees with ways to assess how well they are meeting quality criteria, identify areas for 
improvement, and craft improvement plans.7 

AIR is not the only organization looking at the 21st CCLC program’s impacts on youth outcomes. 
The Afterschool Alliance compiled an evaluation roundup,8 sharing findings from dozens of 
studies showing results similar to those outlined here. Going forward, AIR will continue to 
explore nationwide program effects and, with the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, is 
conducting a meta-analysis of 21st CCLC evaluations of the program’s impact. 

So what does all this tell us? Despite the difficulty in measuring program effectiveness, 
multiple studies in multiple states and across years have found positive outcomes for young 
people participating in the 21st CCLC program. Given research on the connection between 
high quality and outcomes,9 the recent focus of states on quality improvement is an indication 
that more positive impacts are to come. 
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