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Fully Fund Afterschool Programs,

Parents, Students, Educators, Concerned Americans Tell Congress

Afterschool Champions from AK, IL, KY, MS, NV, NH & OH Receive Awards

WASHINGTON, D.C. – More than 300 parents, children, educators and advocates from around the country traveled to Capitol Hill for a series of more than 150 meetings with Members of Congress and their top aides on Wednesday, urging lawmakers to reject President Bush’s proposed 40 percent cut to the federal 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLC) afterschool program for Fiscal Year 2004.  

Organized by the Afterschool Alliance, the “Afterschool Challenge” kicked off with a Breakfast of Champions.  Among those scheduled to speak at the event were Senators Barbara Boxer (D-CA), Susan Collins (R-ME), Christopher Dodd (D-CT), John Ensign (R-NV), Judd Gregg (R-NH), Lisa Murkowski (R-AK), Patty Murray (D-WA) and Debbie A. Stabenow (D-MI), and Representatives Jay Inslee (D-WA), Dale Kildee (D-MI), Nita Lowey (D-NY), Denise Majette (D-GA) and Ralph Regula (R-OH).  New Haven Mayor John DeStefano Jr., President of the National League of Cities, was also scheduled to speak.

“The people who are here today are carrying messages from tens of thousands of others,” said Afterschool Alliance Executive Director Judy Y. Samelson.  “These women and men know afterschool programs as educators, parents, program directors and volunteers.  They know first-hand the great things afterschool programs do for children and their families.  And they know that cutting spending on afterschool programs is short-sighted and counterproductive.  Slashing the afterschool budget, as the President proposes to do, would choke off the programs that keep children safe, help them with homework, and relieve working parents of child care worries.”

“This is an important day when concerned educators, parents and students from around the country have come to Washington, D.C. to urge lawmakers to make afterschool programs available in every community," said actor, children's activist and Afterschool Alliance Honorary Chair Arnold Schwarzenegger, who testified before Congress in support of afterschool funding on Tuesday.  "Afterschool programs are a smart investment because they keep kids safe, reduce crime and help young people learn.”

At the Breakfast of Champions, Members of Congress joined the Afterschool Alliance in giving Afterschool Champion awards to seven outstanding afterschool supporters: 

· Abbott Laboratories of Abbott Park, Illinois; 

· Betsy Bradley, Executive Director of the Mississippi Museum of Art in Jackson; 
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· The Danville/Boyle County Chamber of Commerce of Kentucky; 

· Dover, New Hampshire Police Chief William Fenniman, Jr.;

· Mary Marks of the Anchorage, Alaska school board; 

· The Stark Community Foundation of Stark County, Ohio; and 

· Elaine Wynn, Co-Chair of Greater Las Vegas Inner City Games in Nevada.

The event marked the launch of the Alliance’s “Afterschool Is Key” campaign, and the room was decorated with original afterschool student artwork built around the key theme.  Most of the artwork carried the message: Don’t Lock Us Out of Afterschool Programs.  The campaign will feature a variety of outreach efforts, including Internet-based organizing that is expected to produce thousands of emails, fax messages and telephone calls to Congress coinciding with the “Afterschool Challenge.”

After the Breakfast of Champions, activists delivered paper light bulbs with messages about afterschool that were sent by children and parents from across the country.  The messages urge lawmakers to support full funding for the 21st Century Community Learning Centers, the federal government’s chief funding stream for afterschool.  The light bulbs were created last October at Lights On Afterschool! events.  Schwarzenegger serves as National Chair of Lights On Afterschool!, the Afterschool Alliance’s annual rally for afterschool, which is set for October 9 this year. 

President Bush’s budget proposal for Fiscal Year 2004 calls for a cut from the current $1 billion funding to just $600 million.  That cut would deny afterschool programs to more than half a million children. In the No Child Left Behind Act, Congress authorized $1.75 billion for the 21st CCLC for Fiscal Year 2004.

The hours immediately following the end of the school day are when children are most likely to be involved in crime or inappropriate behaviors.  As many as 15 million children in the United States leave school each afternoon without a safe place to go.  Afterschool programs offer young people safe, enriching, fun and engaging places to go once the school day ends.  Research shows that afterschool programs are a good investment.  Youth who participate in afterschool programs have been shown to perform better in school and to hold greater expectations for the future, while children who are unsupervised during the afternoon hours are at greater risk of becoming involved with crime, substance abuse and teenage pregnancy. 

The Afterschool Alliance is a nonprofit public awareness and advocacy organization supported by a group of public, private and nonprofit entities dedicated to ensuring that all children and youth have access to afterschool programs by the year 2010.  The Alliance is proud to count among its founding partners the C.S. Mott Foundation, the Open Society Institute, JCPenney Afterschool, the Entertainment Industry Foundation and the Creative Artists Agency Foundation. More information is available at www.afterschoolalliance.org
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