The Science of Learning and Development
in Afterschool Systems and Settings

In the past decade, we have seen a significant value placed on efforts to support the whole child in school
and in out-of-school time settings. Recently, there have been remarkable efforts in research, policy, and
practice to explore and strengthen systems and settings that bolster whole-child efforts, including the Science
of Learning and Development (SoLD) Alliance.
SoLD is a collaborative effort to combine findings from diverse areas of research, from neuroscience to human development,
into an integrated science of learning and development—a body of work that can bolster the youth development field’s efforts
in afterschool systems and settings to ensure that all young people have the opportunity to thrive. 1
Often, when research or policy efforts are geared toward K–12 education or other large systems, the youth
development field modifies those efforts and learnings to apply to afterschool systems and settings.
Optimistically, the fit works well with SoLD. In this brief, we describe the foundations of SoLD and explain how
aspects of the current SoLD work align with afterschool systems and settings. This brief is the beginning
of an exciting conversation about SoLD in afterschool.
In this brief, we:
 Present select findings from the SoLD efforts
 Describe three key takeaways from SoLD that are relevant and actionable for afterschool professionals
 Suggest practical applications in afterschool systems and settings
 Outline the elements of developmentally rich contexts that foster learning and healthy development
 Suggest practical applications in afterschool systems and settings
WHAT ARE AFTERSCHOOL SYSTEMS AND SETTINGS?
Systems: Afterschool systems support afterschool programs at the municipal or regional level. They provide centralized,
organized technical assistance; provide career pathways for professionals; lead policy and communication efforts; and facilitate
partnerships, fundraising, and evaluation. Examples of systems include Statewide Afterschool Networks and Affiliates, citywide
and local intermediaries, child- and youth-serving agencies, and national federated and affiliate organizations.
Settings are the places (often in programs, but not always) where children and youth learn and develop. In this brief, we focus
on afterschool settings.

About SoLD
CORE PARTNERS
American Institutes for Research
EducationCounsel
Forum for Youth Investment
Learning Policy Institute

Recent publications2 by the core SoLD partners (see textbox) focus an
integrated, cross-disciplinary lens on (1) what we know about human
development and (2) how to apply science-informed strategies to practice.
The SoLD research provides five findings that are relevant to all settings and
systems, including youth development programs in afterschool:

Populace

SoLD FINDINGS

Turnaround for Children

 Each young person has the potential to learn and thrive at every stage of life.
 Development of complex skills is a personalized journey.
 Development is malleable, from birth to early adulthood.
 Context is the defining influence on development.
 Integration is essential for, and accelerates, learning.3
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The SoLD findings demonstrate the importance of settings and relationships for learning and development.
One of these important settings is afterschool, with our focus on relationships, learning, and development.4
The SoLD work emphasizes many of the same elements that we know are central to high-quality afterschool
programs: supportive relationships that foster motivation and competence, opportunities for social and
emotional learning, cultural competence and responsiveness, equity, connections to family and community,
and identity-safe environments. The science validates and reinforces what we know about how children
and youth learn and develop within context, and it provides a sense of hope because we can harness
this knowledge to design systems and settings that work for all children and youth.
In the sections that follow, we highlight three key takeaways from SoLD that are relevant and actionable for
the youth development field in afterschool. We discuss the implications of each takeaway within the context
of afterschool systems and settings.
Children and youth learn and develop best in relational settings. Improving the quality of settings
and conditions for learning helps all children and youth.
Cultural competence and responsiveness are necessary for equity. Children and youth grow up
in communities and cultures that should be reflected, respected, and celebrated.
Trauma and adversity affect development. But these effects can be mitigated or overcome
by supportive relationships and settings.

Children and Youth Learn and Develop Best
in Relational Settings
SoLD tells us that children and youth learn and develop best in relational settings. SoLD knowledge
from across several disciplines indicates that:
 Warm, stable, responsive, and supportive relationships with adults and peers drive healthy
development.5
 The brain and how we think and act are malleable throughout our entire lifespan.6
 Everyone follows a unique developmental pathway formed by context and experiences, as well
as the meaning we make of these experiences.
 Cognitive, social, and emotional capabilities are fundamentally intertwined in their development,
experience, and use.7

What Does This Mean for Afterschool Systems and Settings?
Afterschool systems support programs, so they can provide developmentally rich settings where all
participants can thrive. Afterschool systems are designed to build capacity, provide resources, and guide
quality improvement. The infrastructure that systems provide enables afterschool providers to offer highquality afterschool programs with settings that are safe and supportive, allowing young people to create
meaningful, mutually respectful relationships with each other and with adults, explore their interests,
and engage in experiences that foster learning and development.8 In the following section we explore
how settings foster learning and development in afterschool.
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Afterschool settings promote physically and emotionally safe environments that allow youth and adults to form
meaningful relationships. We know that relationships are key in supporting children and youth in their learning
and development,9 and lessons from SoLD reinforce the importance of relationships and the key role peers
and adults play in the learning and development of children and youth in afterschool settings.
Afterschool settings are diverse by design—they reflect the culture, context, and communities where they are
situated.10 This intentional variation aligns with lessons learned from SoLD: that learning and development
happens best in supportive contexts that are reflective of participants’ culture and identity. We are striving as
a field to ensure that afterschool settings offer identity-safe environments and that opportunities for learning
and development (including identity development) reflect participants’ lived experience. To do this, we need
to emphasize afterschool professionals’ social and emotional competencies, like empathy and self-awareness.
We also need to provide them with the trainings and tools they need to respond to children and young people’s
development to ensure programs in afterschool settings are reflective of culture, contextually rich, and have
developmental intentionality or fit.11
WHAT IS DEVELOPMENTAL INTENTIONALITY?
Developmental intentionality or fit “captures the dynamic relationship between developmental outcomes, youth engagement,
and intentionality in the philosophy, design, and delivery of program supports and opportunities for young people.” 12 The
theory of developmental intentionality is built on three precepts: intentionality, engagement, and goodness of fit.
 Intentionality: Programs are most effective when we intentionally integrate long-term developmental outcomes into every
aspect of the program, from how we design learning opportunities to how we interact with youth.
 Engagement: Youth are most likely to achieve desired developmental outcomes when they are actively engaged in their
own learning and development.
 Goodness of fit: Youth engagement happens when there is a good fit between youth and the learning opportunities
in which they participate.
SoLD, among other important research efforts, tells us that intentional opportunities for social and emotional
learning (SEL) bolster learning and development in important ways that foster skill building and academic and
life success.13 Largely as a result of a 2007 meta-analysis by Durlak and Weissberg,14 the youth development
field has embraced SEL as an intentional practice. Afterschool systems are endeavoring to systemically
support partnerships for SEL in afterschool settings.15 These initiatives uniquely bring together cross-sector
partners (most often between K–12 and out-of-school time, and in some cases other service providers, such
as mental health providers) to collaborate and align efforts toward supporting participants’ SEL.
One promising systemic effort to bolster SEL is SEL to the Core,16 which promotes components of SEL practice
in the National AfterSchool Association’s Core Knowledge and Competencies for Afterschool and Youth
Development Professionals, and includes information on intentional and embedded opportunities for SEL
in afterschool settings. Other valuable resources on SEL in afterschool include AIR’s Social and Emotional
Learning Practices Self-Reflection Tool for Afterschool Staff 17 a report from the Harvard Graduate School of
Education and the Wallace Foundation called Navigating Social and Emotional Learning from the Inside Out,18
and a resource from the Partnership for Children and Youth on The Key to Bringing Social and Emotional
Learning to Life.19
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Cultural Competence and Responsiveness are
Necessary for Equity
Culturally responsive environments contribute to equity by addressing institutional barriers (e.g., resource
allocation) and interpersonal barriers (e.g., micro-aggressions) faced by culturally and linguistically diverse
young people and their families. The barriers that young people face increase stress and negative thinking,
take energy away from productive learning, and negatively impact health.20 Adults who create culturally
competent environments can combat these barriers and negative stereotyping, helping children and youth
perceive themselves as being able to access and find success in a variety of scenarios, including school
and life pathways.21 Culturally responsive approaches use cultural knowledge as a scaffold to connect existing
knowledge to new knowledge,22 which increases motivation and interest in learning new things.23

What Does This Mean for Afterschool Systems and Settings?
At the system level, the fields of youth development and afterschool have successfully created competencies
and standards that allow variation in afterschool settings; this variation allows the individual setting to reflect
the interests, identities, and cultures of its participants. This ability to reflect and be a part of participants’
lived experience is critical for promoting culture and equitable practices. Those same standards also explicitly
call for afterschool professionals to be proficient in cultural competence and equitable practices. For example,
the National AfterSchool Association identifies “cultural competency and responsiveness” as a core competency
for afterschool and youth development professionals.24
Likewise, we are starting to see policies emerge in afterschool programs that hold promise for organizational
practices that may foster cultural competence, most notably through policies that promote diversity and
inclusion. One example is intentional hiring practices that ensure that afterschool professionals reflect
the communities and cultures of program participants.25 Another established afterschool practice involves
matching programming to the interests and needs of participants; this results in afterschool settings that
appeal to and celebrate diverse interests, identities (including age), and cultures.26 And in some afterschool
settings, adults practice cultural competence by cultivating “brave spaces” where youth can understand and
navigate the impacts of power, inequity, and oppression.27
At a programmatic level, afterschool settings provide opportunities for young people to practice and demonstrate
agency and leadership and to share and celebrate their identity. Afterschool professionals can work with families
and communities to ensure that different cultures are reflected and highlighted within the program. For example,
deeply rooted in the afterschool field is the idea of supporting opportunities for young people to have voice
related to their program and community and choice in participating in activities and content. However, we
sometimes give lip service to “voice and choice” without meaningfully scaffolding the skills that help
participants successfully exercise their voice and make choices—such as self-awareness, decision making,
and relationship skills. If these skills are carefully scaffolded, we can build mutually respectful relationships
with youth and then get out of their way (while being there for them), so that they can employ their skills to
exercise their voice and make meaningful choices. The SoLD findings validate us as a field and provides
us an additional push to be more intentional about meaningfully integrating voice and choice to ensure all
participants have authentic opportunities to explore their interests, elevate their strengths, and build their
skills in ways that work well for them.28

DRAFT FOR DISTRIBUTION: SEPTEMBER 2019

SoLD & Afterschool

5

Despite these promising policies and practices for integrating culturally relevant and responsive activities into
afterschool settings, there remains an opportunity for afterschool professionals to be more intentional about
strategies in program design and implementation, staffing, and evaluation. Examples include recruiting diverse
youth, planning activities that celebrate identities and cultures, hiring diverse staff, and providing professional
development focused on cultural competence and responsiveness. To create culturally competent settings,
adults must:29
 Include and respect the diverse perspectives and cultural identities of children and youth
 Provide culturally relevant materials
 Acknowledge and celebrate diversity
 Recognize the unique strengths of each young person, and the strengths of the cultural groups that
the young person identifies with
 Understand the impacts of racism, inequality, prejudice, and stereotypes on young people’s ability
to flourish

Trauma and Adversity Affect Development
Just as developmentally rich contexts enhance brain development, developmentally unsuitable contexts and
related stressors hinder development. When these stressors are combined with other risk factors, such as
unstructured or low-quality learning environments, they can set off a cascade of developmental challenges
and negative interactions with adults and peers.30 Children and youth facing adversity can find it more
difficult to develop the foundational cognitive, social, and emotional competencies that are necessary for
self-regulation and learning,31 and can develop negative biases against themselves and others that negatively
affect relationships.32 But these effects can be mitigated or overcome through relationships and settings that
foster resilience.
All young people are vulnerable to the unwanted effects of chronic and unbuffered stress on development, and
are responsive to contextual assets that foster resilience. This sensitivity to inputs makes it important to ensure
that they experience relationships and settings that foster resilience: the characteristics that make relationships
and contexts developmentally rich are the same ones that can buffer the effects of chronic stress.
Adults provide the best support to young people who face adversity when:
 They are informed about and attuned to the effects of trauma
 They have the capacity to address a range of basic needs and provide opportunities to foster social
and emotional growth

What Does This Mean for Afterschool Systems and Settings?
The youth development and afterschool programs began as an effort to provide sanctuaries for children and
youth as a way to ensure their safety and allow them to create positive relationships.33 At its core, our overall
afterschool system is built to promote resilience and thriving, provide protective factors, and elevate assets
that can buffer and overcome the effects of trauma and adversity.34 We have evolved as a field to be more
intentional in how we foster resilience, promote skill building,35 and prepare young people for their unique
futures. Now is the time to look inward at our combined history and our current charge as a field. We have
embraced the SEL movement wholeheartedly, and the SoLD findings provide validation that what we do
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well—provide contextually rich environments with deep, mutually beneficial relationships—can mitigate and
overcome the effects of trauma.
We need to invest in systems that ensure all afterschool professionals have the development opportunities
and tools they need regarding healing-centered engagement, trauma-informed practice, SEL, and the capacity
to be culturally response and trauma-sensitive. Providing these professional learning opportunities and tools
will ensure that afterschool professionals are equipped to create opportunities for exploration, learning, and
development, as well as the conditions that support the diverse needs of young people. Additionally, afterschool
professionals can connect with mental health partners and other community and educational supports to
ensure participants have developmentally rich opportunities and that their needs are being met. While doing
so, we must remember not to revisit implementation challenges of the past, but to keep building. Many of us
remember the quote from Karen Pittman and Merita Irby of the Forum for Youth Investment: “Problem free is
not fully prepared, and fully prepared is not fully engaged.”36 Now that we understand the full impact of trauma
on development, we must not go back to a prevention mentality, but use this rich body of information from
SoLD to build more and better opportunities for young people to thrive.

Developmentally Rich Contexts Applied to
Afterschool Settings
Our knowledge from SoLD does not make us change the finish line for some children and youth, it just underlines
the importance of making sure we are providing opportunities and supports for children and youth throughout
their learning and development that “fit” with their interests and needs. The SoLD work reinforces our
understanding of the key elements of contexts that set young people up to thrive. These key elements
are well aligned with high-quality afterschool systems and settings:37
;; Supportive environmental conditions that foster strong relationships and community as well
as conditions for learning. Supportive environments are caring, culturally responsive learning
communities. The conditions for learning include the experience of physical, emotional, and
identity safety; connectedness; and engagement and challenge.
;; Structured opportunities that support motivation, competence, and self-directed learning and
development. These opportunities include engaging, scaffolded activities that support young people in
combining their past knowledge and experiences with what they are currently experiencing and learning.
Rich learning environments provide intentional opportunities for children and youth to practice and apply
new skills, reflect on program activities, receive ongoing support, and provide feedback.
;; Integrated SEL that fosters important skills, habits, and mindsets. SEL includes explicit and embedded—
but always intentional—facilitation, modeling, and opportunities for youth to practice skills related to
self-awareness, responsible decision-making, social awareness, and relationships.38 Youth should also
have opportunities that foster a growth mindset and a sense of agency. These skills and competencies
foster resilience and a sense of responsibility toward the community.
;; Individualized supports that enable healthy development, respond to individual needs, and address
learning barriers. These supports include integrated physical and mental health and social supports.
To be responsive to the needs of children and youth, multi-tiered systems include academic, health, and
social supports, with universal supports for children and youth to develop their social and emotional
skills and personalized resources to address and course-correct developmental pathways that prevent
young people from thriving.
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Summary and Action Steps
The findings from SoLD add to our understanding of youth development in afterschool settings and systems.
Afterschool programs facilitate the learning and development of children and youth by creating physically and
emotionally safe39 and inclusive environments,40 providing healthy and positive relationships with adults and
peers,41 providing opportunities to actively engage in skill building,42 and providing staff with the supports
necessary to create and sustain developmentally supportive environments.43 Afterschool professionals can
intentionally create settings that provide opportunities for children and youth—including those who experience
trauma and adversity—to thrive.
The SoLD work underscores the importance of key concepts that we as a field must continue to learn about,
emphasize, and practice intentionally:
 Support adult practice through continuous quality improvement and professional development,
especially as it relates to collaborative partnerships with other settings, services, and systems
to provide developmentally rich opportunities and to meet the unique needs of all young people.
 Design, implement, staff, and evaluate programs in ways that meaningfully integrate and celebrate
culture, identity, and diversity—with an emphasis on authentic youth voice and choice.
 Invest in systems that promote professional development to provide afterschool professionals the
learning opportunities and tools they need for healing-centered engagement, trauma-informed practice,
and SEL. Doing so will help us to better support children and youth affected by trauma or adversity, and
will help us develop partnerships with communities and education systems that will let us provide
additional supports to young people.
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