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Our nation – and especially our children and working parents – received a tremendous boost today when Congress increased the appropriation for afterschool programs to $1 billion as part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  This is an important landmark for afterschool programs in America.  Four years ago, the federal 21st Century Community Learning Centers program was launched with a $40 million appropriation.  In the coming year the program’s budget will reach $1 billion, and ESEA lays out a roadmap to increase federal support to $2.5 billion by 2007.  In addition, the new law will pass grant-making authority from the federal government to the states.  Both of these developments are indications that federal support for afterschool programming is here to stay, and will only grow in the months and years ahead. 

From the perspective of our children, as well as the parents and educators who guide them, that makes good sense.  Afterschool programs have proved their worth.  They help children learn and keep them safe, while relieving working parents of worries about their children’s care during the hours immediately following the school day.  Millions of American children benefit from afterschool programs today – programs run by schools and community groups, with support from all levels of government, business partners and charitable institutions.

Yet millions of children who need afterschool programs are still denied them.  As much as federal and private support for afterschool has grown in recent years, it must grow still more before the estimated seven to 15 million latchkey children in the U.S. have access to the afterschool programs they need.  Our goal must be universal access to afterschool.

Passage of the afterschool provisions of ESEA is an important step toward that goal.  The Afterschool Alliance commends the countless advocates who fought for needed resources for afterschool programs.  Their hard work, both in reaching out to policy makers and in running productive afterschool programs, made the difference.  We offer our deep appreciation to the bipartisan members of Congress who made this possible.  In particular, we applaud the leadership of Senators Edward M. Kennedy, Barbara Boxer, Christopher Dodd, James Jeffords, and Judd Gregg, and Representatives Dale Kildee and George Miller.

Much work remains, but it is encouraging that lawmakers recognize that afterschool programs are vital to our children’s health, safety and academic achievement.  Afterschool has earned its place in America’s educational landscape, and in the years ahead must and surely will continue to grow.
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