
A COVID-19 School-Age Care Solution:  
21st Century Community Learning Centers

School officials and policy makers are searching for 
solutions to support working families and their school-
aged children this fall, due to the ongoing COVID-19 
crisis, which has caused schools to implement remote 
learning and variable schedules. While these plans 
are intended to stop the spread of the virus, they will 
also create demand for school-aged child care from 
more than 23 million workers with no at-home care 
option, and necessitate additional educational support 
for children while they are not in the classroom.1 One 
proven program already exists to meet these needs: 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers. Scaling up this 
program would provide working families—particularly 
low-income families—with the combination of school-
age care and proven academic support they will need 
this school year. 

The 21st Century program is the only federal grant 
program dedicated to funding afterschool and summer 
learning programs.2 Each year, subject to federal 
appropriations, the Department of Education awards 
formula grants to every state’s lead educational agency 
based on their share of Title I funding for low-income 
schools. Public or private afterschool programs at the 
local level may then apply to the state for funds through 
a competitive grant process. States are required to give 
priority to applications that are jointly submitted by 
a local educational agency and a community-based 
organization or other public or private entity. Awards 
from the 21st Century program help afterschool 

programs that primarily serve students from schools 
with a high percentage of students from low-income 
families—although all students may be served— 
by offering enrichment activities like mentoring and 
tutoring that supplement student learning outside  
the classroom.

This program offers a structure by which states can 
efficiently meet increased demand for school-age care 
because it targets the low-income families most likely 
to need care for their children on remote learning days. 
According to the Urban Institute, working parents 
with incomes below 250 percent of the federal poverty 
line were about half as likely (24%) to be able to work 
from home during the pandemic as parents above 250 
percent of the FPL (54%).3 This disparity means a large 
proportion of the increased need for school-age care 
during the fall will come from low-income families. A 
scaled-up 21st Century program will be best suited to 
reaching these families as 70% of the nearly 1.4 million 
students served by 21st Century afterschool programs 
during the 2017-18 school year were eligible for free or 
reduced school lunch.4 

In addition, parents already show overwhelming 
support for afterschool programs. According to a 
national survey by the Afterschool Alliance, three 
quarters of parents agreed that afterschool programs 
give them peace of mind when they are at work.5  
And in the last  decade, the percentage of Americans 
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who strongly agree that afterschool programs are an 
“absolute necessity” for their community has risen 
from 58% to 69%.6 Even before the pandemic, two in 
three parents in 2018 reported they are more likely to 
vote for an elected official who supports public funding 
for afterschool programs.7 Expanding the supply of 
afterschool programs and lengthening their operating 
hours could give parents a popular and well-established 
school-age care option that would enable them to get 
back to work.

With a clear need for school-age care, the 21st Century 
program offers a promising solution. Its unique blend 
of trusted afterschool care and proven academic 
support makes it the comprehensive program students 
will need to make up for learning deficits incurred 
during the spring shutdown and navigate unfamiliar 
school dynamics this fall.8 In recent years, students 
who attend afterschool programs funded by the 21st 
Century program have seen immense academic growth. 
During the 2017-18 school year, 50% of students who 
attended these programs improved their math grades 
and 49% improved their English grades.9 Additionally, 
69% completed their homework more often and showed 
greater participation in class.10 These programs offer 
an effective supplement to virtual learning that could 
prevent further educational disparities and provide 
the consistent academic support students need to 
thrive during a school year with a constantly shifting 
educational format. 

The Department of Education neither released  
guidance for 21st Century afterschool programs during 
the COVID-19 shutdown, nor indicated whether states 
could direct CARES Act dollars toward the program. 
Yet several states have taken actions that indicate 
afterschool centers can quickly adapt to unprecedented 
circumstances. According to the Afterschool Alliance, 
Idaho, Ohio, Oregon, and Montana have encouraged 
programs to continue using their grant dollars to offer 
alternative educational activities to their students 
while they remain at home.11 These state policies signal 
that the 21st Century program could be a promising 
choice for states looking to support school-aged 
children in the upcoming school year.

Despite the clear advantages to financially supporting 
21st Century, the program has received insufficient 
investment. In its 2015 reauthorization as part 
of the Every Student Succeeds Act, the program’s 
authorization level declined to $1 billion for fiscal year 
2017 and $1.1 billion for FY2018 through FY2020, a 
major drop from its 2007 authorization level of $2.5 
billion.12 As appropriations in real dollars remain at the 
maximum authorization level, 21st Century afterschool 
programs only serve 1.4 million students throughout 
the school year, even though roughly 26 million 
students are served by Title I funds annually.13,14

As school districts around the country develop plans to 
balance student’s health and safety with their growth 
and development, it is increasingly likely that a large 
percentage of children will be learning from home for 
a portion of the school year. At the same time, a stable 
economic reopening requires the availability of school-
age care so that parents can return to work or look for 
a job. Congress and state governments should consider 
harnessing the 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers program in order to offer a unique combination 
of school-age care and quality educational support to 
the children of the over 23 million workers who may 
need it this fall. 
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