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The Return on Investment of Afterschool 

and Expanded Learning Programs 

Afterschool and expanded learning programs provide crucial 

supplemental learning opportunities for K-12 students. By 

providing access to stimulating activities outside of the traditional 

classroom setting, afterschool and expanded learning opportuni-

ties increase school and community engagement, and teach stu-

dents about the career opportunities available to them. Funding 

afterschool and expanded learning opportunities helps to level 

the playing field for low-income students, while also providing 

significant benefits for individuals, communities, and the nation 

as a whole. Despite the benefits associated with these pro-

grams, funding has not kept pace with demand. With the preva-

lence of competitive grant funding in New York, afterschool and 

expanded learning programs often face fierce competition for 

funding, and struggle with long-term sustainability. Among the 

competitive grant programs in New York, three out of four quali-

fied applications for state funding go unfunded during each 

round. Despite the existence of state, federal, and some local 

funding streams, over 1.1 million New York students still lack ac-

cess to afterschool programming.
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“Funding after-
school and  
expanded 
learning  
opportunities 
helps to level 
the playing 
field for low-
income  
students, 
while also  
providing  
significant 
benefits for  
individuals, 
communities, 
and the nation 
as a whole.  
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Advantages of Afterschool 
and Expanded Learning 
Programs 
 

This brief analyzes the cost effectiveness of 
afterschool and expanded learning opportuni-
ties, through a survey of presently available 
studies and the methodological framework of 
Social Return on Investment (SROI) as used 
by The Finance Project.

i 
While there is not 

sufficient data to calculate the average returns 
to all high-quality programs within New York 
State, or even that of a representative and 
generalizable high-quality program, this sur-
vey provides insight into the scale of out-
comes that would be considered in such an 
analysis, and in doing so highlights the signifi-
cance of the benefits of afterschool program-
ming. The section entitled “Methodology” on 
page 7 should be referenced for further expla-
nation of the analytical framework and the 
factors contributing to the dearth of usable 
studies and/or data. However, even with the 
limited existing data, it is clear that funding 
afterschool programs is more than a matter of 
principle; it is one of fiscal prudence that will 
ultimately pay for itself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The dollar value of benefits accrued as a re-
sult of high-quality afterschool programming 
can be seen in terms of economic growth. 
This growth is largely the product of shrinking 
achievement gaps, which at present impose 
the economic equivalent of a permanent na-
tional recession. Hypothetically, had the ra-
cial achievement and income achievement 
gaps been closed, the 2009 GDP would have 
been between $310 and $525 billion and 
$400 and $670 billion higher, respectively.
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 A 

more recent study by the Center for Ameri-
can Progress further asserts that large public 
investments that close racial achievement 
gaps will ultimately pay for themselves, as 
evidenced by economic growth by 2050.3 

Building on previous findings that afterschool 
helps to close achievement gaps, afterschool 
and expanded learning opportunities are 
promising recipients for this increased public 
spending.
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High-quality afterschool programming has 
been proven effective at closing the income 
achievement gap. One META analysis 
demonstrated that low-income students’ 
math achievement increased by an average 
of twelve percent with participation in high-
quality afterschool programming.

5
 Afterschool 

programming also ensures that low-income 
students are able to achieve long-term eco-
nomic success by promoting skill building 
and career readiness. Accordingly, more ac-
curate figures representing the cost effective-
ness of afterschool programs would reflect 
the change in both racial and income 
achievement gaps combined, yielding an 
even higher sum. Further studies are neces-
sary on the combined impact of the racial 
and income achievement gaps to provide 
more accurate estimations.  

“High-quality 
afterschool 
programming 
has been prov-
en effective at 
closing the in-
come achieve-
ment gap.“ 

I While The Finance Project is no longer in operation, their methodology remains a useful and relevant tool for under-
standing the economic and social returns on investment to afterschool programs. 
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Also notable, albeit less quantifiable, is the eco-
nomic growth that afterschool programs en-
courage for individual families and communi-
ties. As a means of affordable child care, after-
school programs provide parents with the abil-
ity to realize their full economic potential that 
might otherwise be lost due to time spent out of 
the workforce caring for their children. While 
the average annual cost of childcare for school-
aged children in 2017 costs over $12,000, pub-
lic funding streams in New York instead fund 
afterschool programs at $1,375 - $3,200 per 
child annually. It is therefore clear that after-
school programs present a cost-efficient alter-
native for parents, which is especially true for 
the 430,218 single working mothers in New 
York State.

6
 Thus, the previous figures only 

considering economic benefits of improvement 
in childhood achievement, necessarily ignore 
the increase in taxes collected from parents for 
whom greater access to afterschool programs 
make it possible to realize full career potential, 
as well as ignoring the contribution of that real-
ized potential earning to the GDP. Again, more 
research is necessary to quantify the dollar 
value of parents’ increased productivity, and 
the extent of this aspect of the underestimation 
in monetary terms.  
 

Expected Values of Cost  
Savings 
 

Beyond paying for themselves through eco-
nomic growth, high-quality afterschool and ex-

panded learning opportunities serve as a cost 
prevention measure by alleviating social issues 
on both an individual and communal level. Af-
terschool programs thus prevent significant 
financial burdens to our government, tax paying 
citizens, and the economy as a whole. 
 

Crime Prevention 
 

Previously discussed improvements in aca-
demic achievement are often a byproduct of 
improvements in attendance and behavior that 
are especially notable for participants in after-
school programs deemed “at-risk”. Improve-
ments in attendance and behavior are also two 
of several key factors that decrease the chance 
of youth participation in criminal activity. Given 
that the average career criminal imposes a cost 
of $2.1—$3.7 million over his or her lifetime, 
even moderate success in youth crime preven-
tion can dramatically reduce costs to society.
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According to the Office of the New York State 
Comptroller, investing in crime prevention pro-
grams is sound fiscal policy. “If, for example, 
New York spends $500,000 on a crime preven-
tion program and only one child who would oth-
erwise have become a career criminal is divert-
ed from that path, the program would have 
generated total present-value benefits of $1.5 
million to $2.2 million. In other words, just one 
success would provide a rate of return of three 
to four times the total investment in the pro-
gram.”
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While the av-
erage annual 
cost of child 
care for 
school-aged 
children in 
2017 costs 
$12,000, pub-
lic funding 
streams in 
New York in-
stead fund af-
terschool pro-
grams at 
$1,375 - 
$3,200 per 
child annually.  

Annual Cost of Afterschool  
Publicly funded vs. Private child care 

Figure 1 shows the 
average cost of a 
publicly funded af-
terschool program 
per child ($1,375—
$3,200) compared 
to the cost of care 
for a school-age 
child in a private 
child care center 
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 Studies have shown that afterschool pro-
grams are a proven effective means of 
achieving crime-reducing outcomes with rela-
tively high success rates, making them an 
optimal recipient of crime prevention funding. 
Beyond simply providing a safe place for stu-
dents to go between the hours of 3pm - 6pm 
— the peak hours for juvenile crime

9
— after-

school programs enhance community rela-
tions and encourage children to engage with 
learning outside of the classroom. Moreover, 
afterschool programs often include a system 
of support for at-risk participants, ensuring 
their social and emotional needs are met.  

 

Lower Dropout Rates 

 

Afterschool also fosters increased engage-
ment in school and in communities. This 
helps to boost attendance and  
participation in the classroom, which in turn 
increases graduation rates. In fact, students 
who participate in afterschool programs are 
50 percent more likely to finish high school.
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For an average annual cost of just $1,375 - 
$3,200 per child, afterschool and expanded 
learning programs help to avoid the $390,000 
- $580,000 (net present value) loss of produc-
tivity to society incurred by each high school 
dropout.

11
 However these benefits are not 

solely accrued to the individual afterschool or 

expanded learning participant. Lowering 
dropout rates, which subsequently increases 
productivity, also has the potential to increase 
tax revenues and decrease spending on so-
cial safety nets. 
 

Lower Chance of Substance 
Abuse 
 
 

The lifetime cost that an average  
substance abuser imposes on society is be-
tween $840,000 and $1.1 million.

12
 By in-

creasing community involvement and de-
creasing unsupervised free time,  
afterschool and expanded learning opportuni-
ties significantly lower the chance of sub-
stance abuse among at-risk youth. This is 
confirmed by studies highlighted by the Na-
tional Institute for Drug Abuse, which notes 
the importance of social and emotional devel-
opment, as well as academic support in drug 
prevention programs—both of which after-
school programs often provide. 

13 14 15 16 17 

Accordingly, in New York City, afterschool 
programs run by the Boys and Girls Club in 
public housing developments found signifi-
cant decreases in drug use among partici-
pants, with drug activity decreasing 22 per-
cent, and juvenile arrests  
decreasing 13 percent.

18 

“By increasing 
community  
involvement 
and decreasing  
unsupervised 
free time,  
afterschool and 
expanded 
learning  
opportunities 
significantly 
lower the 
chance of  
substance 
abuse among 
at-risk youth.”  

Cost of afterschool vs. Cost of high school dropout  
vs. Substance abuse cost 

Figure 2 shows the 
cost of providing a 
publicly funded after-
school program from 
Kindergarten 
through High School 
for one child com-
pared to the lifetime 
loss of productivity 
for a high school 
dropout and the av-
erage cost a sub-
stance abuser im-
poses on society 
over their lifetime.  
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Notably, the results are most significant when 
programs are long-term, as benefits from mid-
dle school interventions are most successful 
when continued through high school.

19 20
 Thus, 

while already highly cost effective in terms of 
substance abuse prevention, for which every 
dollar spent can save up to ten dollars, conti-
nuity of programs are key to maximizing opti-
mal outcomes (from both a cost effective and 
human perspective).

21 22 23 24 25 26 27 
According-

ly, sustainable afterschool programming is key 
to ensuring that children and youth are kept 
constantly supported academically, physically, 
and socially. 

Improved Health Outcomes 
 

High school graduates and those with greater 
educational attainment also have better health 
outcomes. This is largely attributed to better 
self-care, which more economically stable indi-
viduals are more inclined to partake in. Even 
for high school graduates still dependent on 
government assistance, improved outcomes 
will decrease the net cost of medical care to 
the taxpayer. 
 
Chronic diseases tend to comprise a dispro-
portionate amount of both our private and pub-
lic medical spending. Many of these issues are 
associated with obesity and negative lifestyle 
choices that afterschool and expanded learn-
ing programs help to mitigate and prevent. 
Afterschool programs often incorporate a fo-
cus on both exercise and healthy eating into 
their programming. One study from the After-
school Alliance surveyed the parents of after-

school participants and found that, of the pro-
grams serving snacks and/or meals, 72% of-
fered healthy food and beverages. Moreover, 
67% of parents said their child gets at least 30 
minutes of exercise during afterschool.

28
 With 

programs such as the Child and Adult Care 
Food Program (CACFP), a federal program 
that serves more than 4.2 million children by 
reimbursing for nutritional snacks and meals, it 
is clear that afterschool programs are increas-
ingly focused on promoting healthy living.

29
 

The relevance of obesity fighting components 
of afterschool should go without question; at 
present, one in four New Yorkers is obese; 
childhood obesity alone has an estimated cost 
of $242 million annually.

30
 Beyond that current 

annual expense, our state’s obese children are 
then at significantly increased risk for chronic 
health conditions including diabetes, asthma, 
and chronic heart disease—each of which car-
ry [present value] lifetime costs of $153K, 
$85K, and $127K respectively.

31
  

 
As a means of combating these negative 
health conditions, studies have demonstrated 
that high-quality obesity-prevention afterschool 
programs are a cost-effective intervention. Ac-
cording to one study, students who attended at 
least 40% of the afterschool program, which 
included healthy snacks, moderate-to-vigorous 
physical activity, and homework help, 
achieved a significant reduction in percentage 
of body fat, at a cost of only $956 per stu-
dent.

32 
These findings that obesity-prevention 

afterschool programs are a cost effective use 
of public funds warrant serious consideration 
in state and federal funding allocations.

33 

“Many of 
these 
[chronic dis-
eases] are 
associated 
with obesity 
and negative 
lifestyle 
choices that 
afterschool 
and expand-
ed learning 
programs 
help to miti-
gate and pre-
vent.” 
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Increased Economic Investment 
Back into Communities 
 

Investing in afterschool programs in under-
served communities can provide indirect in-
vestment back into the local economy. When 
high-quality afterschool programs ultimately 
employ community youth as staff, they effi-
ciently place money directly into the hands of 
community members in need. Even when 
adults are employed, studies on similar pro-
grams have shown that every dollar spent on 
high-quality educational opportunities gener-
ates $1.86 of revenue that stays in the commu-
nity when providers spend wages on local 
goods and services. This rate of return is even 
higher than those possible expenditures in 
manufacturing or natural resources.

34 

 

Conclusion 
 

Beyond the aforementioned economic growth 
and cost aversion benefits, well-funded, high-
quality afterschool programs have residual 
positive effects on the surrounding community. 
Staff that are trained as afterschool and ex-
panded learning professionals are better 
equipped to care for their own children in the 
future, preventing the need for costly interven-
tion programs. Furthermore, employing local 
adults injects money back into the community, 
aiding to revitalize often-struggling communi-
ties by empowering people to help themselves. 
 
Unfortunately, given that these benefits are 
highly localized, it is exceedingly difficult to 
place an average dollar value on these com-

munity-level economic benefits. Even more 
challenging, is placing a dollar value on the 
increased civic engagement that high-quality 
programs foster in parents, program providers, 
and program participants alike. Hence, we 
have examined the economic costs averted 
and benefits realized through afterschool pro-
grams and expanded learning opportunities 
through this survey of factors that best lent 
themselves to monetization. We have used a 
large number of sources and more recently 
recorded data to present a holistic economic 
picture, albeit one without an all-encompassing 
dollar value. It is worth noting that a 2001 
study attempted to do this for a high-quality 
California program, that by the nature of meet-
ing the high-quality standards could be consid-
ered a generalizable representative of all high-
quality programs. In favor of more tangible and 
numerically significant factors, this study did 
omit significant but less immediate benefits. 
Thus, their estimation significantly underesti-
mates the potential benefits—nonetheless, 
even this analysis yielded a lower estimate of 
net benefits, it did find that every dollar invest-
ed in afterschool programs yields between 
$8.94 and $12.90 in return. 
 
Even without similar updated figures, the cur-
rent information, of which this has been an 
overview, clearly illustrates that funding high-
quality programs for every interested child in 
New York State is more than an ethical imper-
ative; it is also a financial one.  All children in 
New York deserve the opportunity to partici-
pate in a high-quality afterschool or expanded 
learning program. 

“When high-
quality  
afterschool  
programs ulti-
mately employ  
community 
youth as staff, 
they efficiently 
place money  
directly into the 
hands of  
community  
members in 
need.” 
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Methodology 
 

Unfortunately, while the monetary value of the benefits 
of afterschool programming may seem readily appar-
ent, it is extremely difficult to precisely quantify. Quanti-
tatively assessable benefits are also highly interrelated, 
making it hard to isolate potentially overlapping fiscal 
gains or savings. Moreover, some of the most notewor-
thy benefits manifest themselves on a larger timescale, 
requiring extensive longitudinal studies to provide spe-
cific data. This, and the width of distribution of benefits 
are all complicating factors that help to explain the 
dearth of cost- effective and cost-benefit analyses of 
afterschool and expanded learning opportunities. Social 
Return on Investment or SROI is a new strategy that 
helps to overcome these challenges to measure the 
value of both monetary and nonmonetary outcomes 
(The Finance Project). This brief uses a conceptual 
framework that incorporates aspects of the SROI meth-
odology 

ii 
utilized by The Finance Project in analyzing 

community schools, to examine existing literature on 
afterschool and expanded learning opportunities. 
 
There are two key components for evaluating the cost 
effectiveness of afterschool programs using SROI; the  

 
 
first is the expected value of positive social outcomes, 
the second is the expected value of cost savings from 
avoided negative outcomes. These components are 
used to categorize existing generalizable data for social 
outcomes and organize the discussion of their mone-
tary values. Given that we have not created financial 
proxies for every outcome, the picture we paint is far 
from as complete as a SROI for a specific program. 
Still, the incomplete data amalgamated on the expected 
value of positive social outcomes and the expected val-
ue of cost savings provide compelling support for our 
conclusion that funding afterschool opportunities is a 
fiscally prudent use of taxpayer dollars and philanthrop-
ic efforts. Furthermore, even as a standalone, each 
component can demonstrate sufficient returns to justify 
the funding of high-quality afterschool and expanded 
learning programs. Unfortunately, limited research and 
existing literature, as well as constraints on data makes 
it impossible for us to provide state-specific figures or 

even a definitive SROI at this time. iii 

The mission of The New York State Network for Youth Success is to strengthen the capacity and commitment 
of communities, programs, and professionals to increase access to high-quality programs and services  

beyond the traditional classroom.  

ii This is a highly simplified explanation of SROI that suits the purposes of this brief. For more complete information please reference The 
Finance Project at http://www.nccs.org/sites/default/files/resource/NCCS_SROI_Guide.pdf. 
iii There are two types of data required for a complete SROI analysis: cost data and outcome data. For any calculations to be reliable for NY 

State, the programs used for data points would need to be representative of the wide range of what we categorize as “high-quality” after-

school programming. The research from which we sourced all figures provided is not necessarily widely generalizable as the cost and effica-

cy of afterschool programs varies greatly with each program and each program demographic; however, we present this survey of findings 

nonetheless, as it is widely reflective of overall trends in what would we categorize as “high-quality” afterschool programming. If anything, our 

dollar value estimates of the return on investment to tax payers and private funding streams is relatively conservative and likely underesti-

mates the total value. 

7 
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