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It is time to get your kids off the couch! Research shows that participation in afterschool
programs that include frequent interaction with competent adults and experiential or cooperative
learning significantly contributes to the development of children’s life skills. Life skills are those
which we tend to consider less academic but very important for success in society. An elevated
sense of self-worth and competence develops as children work to attain these life skills. This
concurrent development occurs through the practice of working with others, expressing feelings,
and problem-solving.

Afterschool programs can also provide children with extra opportunities to interact with
adults. With 69% of two-parent families and 71% of single-parent families with young children
reporting work schedules that require parents to seek afterschool childcare, it is clear that quality
afterschool programs can not only meet a supervisory need but also make additional contributions
to the participants’ social and academic development.

This study revealed that participants in similar afterschool programs in three different
California counties experienced benefits that included improvement in emotional adjustment,
conflict resolution skills, peer relations, and conduct in school. The average child in this study was
7.5 years and had been enrolled in their afterschool program for at least six months. Each
participant showed significant improvements in their life skills over the course of their participation
in the program in areas such as making healthy choices and taking care of one’s belongings.

Such evidence should catch the eye of public policy officials because putting an end to the
notion of the “latch-key kid” would be an important step for today’s society. Catching their eye is
important, too, for it is on those same policymakers that we will rely to provide the required funding
for an increased availability of such programs.

Take-home message: High-quality afterschool programs are an important step toward
developing children’s life skills.
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