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Introduction

The devastating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have disproportionately affected the learning’
and well-being? of low-income students. K-12 students and families — especially those furthest from
opportunity — deserve an approach to recovery that leverages every available resource, within and
beyond the school day. Unfortunately, supplemental experiences and activities are too often an
afterthought.

Supplemental opportunities not only empower students to explore areas of interest beyond what's
offered in school, but also contribute to a range of positive academic outcomes necessary to address
learning loss. Students who participate in supplemental learning experiences outside of school generally
have higher levels of student achievement.® Extracurricular activities such as instrumental music, debate,
cultural-based programs, and community service organizations are associated with higher levels of
academic growth.* Participation in extracurricular activities can also help decrease high school dropout
rates, including in at-risk student populations,® and is related to increased school engagement.®

Given that supplemental options have long been tied to positive student outcomes, they must be an
important strategy to address learning loss during the pandemic, allowing children to receive a more
customized and effective educational experience.

Access to supplemental opportunities is often inequitable, however. Low-income families are much less
likely to participate in extracurricular options than high-income families. Pre-pandemic, 94% of children
from high-income families participated in extracurricular activities, compared with only 70% of students
from low-income families. During the fall of 2020, the participation gap remained: 82% of children from
high-income families participated in extracurricular activities, compared with 57% of children from
low-income families.”

In other words, low-income students experienced disproportionate learning loss during the pandemic
and are also less likely to participate in supplemental opportunities that can help.
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Low-income students experienced disproportionate
learning loss during the pandemic and are also less likely to

participate in supplemental opportunities that can help.

Recent polling data® shed light on the gap between parents’ interest in supplemental options for their
children and their access to them. The data highlight barriers that prevent students and families from
accessing the full range of supports that can aid their recovery from the effects of the pandemic.

Parent Polling Indicates an Unmet Demand for
Extracurricular Options

In July 2022, EdChoice and Morning Consult polled 1,205 parents, representing a range of income
levels,” about their interest and engagement in eight types of extracurricular and out-of-school
supports:'

Academic-focused extracurricular programs, not including tutoring
(e.g., robotics club, math team)

Arts-focused extracurricular programs (e.g., theater, music, visual arts)
Athletics-based extracurricular programs (e.g., team or individual sports)
Career preparation opportunities (e.g., apprenticeships or internships)
Community-focused extracurricular programs (e.g., volunteer opportunities)
Culture-based programs/activities related to identity, history, or language
Mental health supports (e.g., counseling)

Religious-based extracurricular programs (e.g., religiously affiliated youth group)

Students are participating in a variety of supplemental options, but parents expressed an interest in
even greater participation (Table 1).
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TABLE 1: MORE U.S. PARENTS ARE INTERESTED IN SUPPLEMENTAL LEARNING
OPTIONS THAN ARE CURRENTLY PARTICIPATING

Currently Not Currently Participating
Participating but Interested
Academic 26% 43%
Arts 30% 44%
Athletics 42% 36%
Career Prep 21% 48%
Community 23% 47%
Culture 20% 39%
Mental Health 25% 36%
Religious 26% 28%

Source: EdChoice/Morning Consult, National Tracking Poll #2207087.

Many parents express interest in supplemental options. In a poll conducted by National Parents Union
(NPU) and Echelon Insights in August 2022, 36% of parents believed their child would need extra
academic support this school year; among these, 49% believed their child’s school would provide
enough support and 41% indicated they would need to find extra support for their child elsewhere."

Even among parents who express interest in supplemental learning options, however, many of their
children are not currently participating in them. In the EdChoice/Morning Consult poll, between 28-48%
of parents report that their child is interested in an activity but is not currently participating. The rates
of interest beyond those currently participating are particularly high for community-focused (47%) and
career preparation (48%) activities, but also for arts and academic activities (44% and 43%, respectively).

What stands between interest in supplemental activities and actual participation? The poll asked parents
about multiple factors that may contribute to the gap, and the data suggest the following barriers
prevent families from accessing these supports:

Costs: The costs are too high.

Proximity: There aren’t programs close enough to us.

Information: | don't have enough information for what can work best for my child.

Time: There isn't enough time in my family’s schedule.

Transportation: We don't have transportation to take my child to or from the activity or program.

Friends: My child doesn’t have friends participating in the activity or program.
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Between 28-48% of parents report that their child is

interested in an activity but is not currently participating.

Information and Cost Are the Most Cited Barriers To
Extracurricular Participation, but Other Barriers
Also Contribute

Parents cited a lack of information as the most common barrier to participation. The information barrier
was largest for the two types of supplemental options that had the biggest gap between interest and
participation: career preparation (37%) and community-focused (35%). However, parents commonly
cited a lack of information for other extracurricular options as well (Table 2).

TABLE 2: BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION IN EXTRACURRICULAR OPTIONS

Information Costs Proximity Time Friends Transportation
Academic 34% 24% 24% 23% 1% 14%
Arts 33% 25% 25% 21% 14% 13%
Athletics 31% 28% 18% 23% 14% 15%
Career Prep 37% 20% 24% 16% 14% 12%
Community 35% 20% 20% 19% 16% 14%
Culture 30% 20% 30% 20% 14% 15%
Mental Health 34% 26% 19% 20% 16% 1%
Religious 29% 18% 18% 21% 22% 18%
Overall Average 33% 23% 22% 20% 15% 14%

Source: EdChoice/Morning Consult, National Tracking Poll #2207087.

In the EdChoice/Morning Consult poll, 18-28% of parents cited cost as a barrier to participation.
Although some families reported that they could access public or private funding for extracurricular
activities, about half of families are paying out of pocket.’? And of those families paying out of
pocket, 5-11% reported needing to use their savings and 9-18% reported using a line of credit to pay,
suggesting that the costs of the activities are exceeding their monthly budgets.
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Of'those families paying out of pocket, 5-11% reported
needing to use their savings and 9-18% reported using a line
of credit to pay, suggesting that the costs of the activities are

exceeding their monthly budgets.

Meanwhile, 66% of parents in the NPU/Echelon Insights poll indicated that the cost of extracurricular
activities was a problem. In asking parents who should pay for students’ extra academic support, 44%
indicated that it should come from existing school funding and 26% indicated that it should come from
COVID-19 recovery funding.

Other barriers are the logistics of getting the child to the extracurricular activity and its proximity. Not
all communities offer a variety of activities. Parents cited proximity as a barrier particularly for culture-
based activities (30%), but for other activities as well. Related to proximity is transportation. The farther
away an activity is, the more transportation is necessary to participate. Between 11-18% of parents cited
transportation as a barrier.

Finally, 16-23% of parents noted insufficient time for children to participate in activities.

Despite the interest of parents, barriers to access prevent too many students from realizing the potential
benefits of supplemental activities. A student struggling to adjust to his social environment may not
have transportation to the sports activities that build a sense of community; a student struggling to
reengage in high school may not have the information she needs to find work-based experiences that
connect her academics to postsecondary opportunities; a student struggling with learning loss may not
have access to the tutoring he needs because his parents cannot afford the fees.

Sector Leaders Can Do More To Help Families Assemble
the Educational Experiences Their Children Need

Families are demonstrating a great deal of interest in supplemental activities. Given this level of demand
and the potential for supplemental options to help address learning loss and other adverse effects of the
pandemic, policymakers should take steps to improve families’ ability to get their kids what they need.

1. Fund Families’ Access to Flexible Education Dollars

Policymakers should provide flexible education dollars to enable more families, particularly low-income
families, to participate in affordable and high-quality extracurricular activities. For instance, Ohio's
Afterschool Child Enrichment (ACE) Educational Savings Program provides low-income families
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with a $500 credit that can be used to pay for supplemental activities such as music lessons, field trips,
and day camps that extend beyond academics.”™ The ACE accounts are currently funded through
federal COVID-19 school relief funding and could serve as a model for other states interested in
expanding access to extracurricular activities through flexible education dollars.

2. Inform Parents of Existing Opportunities
In many cases, opportunities to participate in extracurricular activities exist, but parents are unaware of
them.

Policymakers must incentivize schools to serve as information hubs to help families navigate available
options. This can be accomplished by funding the development of more community school models,
with more porous boundaries among family, school, and community. Policymakers must also provide
adequate funding for communications and awareness campaigns to inform families as a part of policy
implementation efforts.

Finally, policymakers should partner with trusted community organizations and web-based platform
providers to help families navigate the ecosystem of options to find those that fit their children’s needs.

3. Provide Innovative Transportation Options
Policymakers must consider increased flexibility in transportation services to improve access to
extracurricular activities.

For instance, Maryland allows county boards to provide transportation to and from school using vehicles
other than school buses." Boards also can contract with taxi-like services, such as HopSkipDrive or
EverDriven, providing additional flexibility in transporting students.

Alternatively, programs such as Arizona's Transportation Modernization Grant Program can reduce
barriers by providing transportation grants directly to schools, local governments, or nonprofit
organizations — a model that could also help reduce parents’ out-of-pocket spending to transport their
children to activities.™

Conclusion

To counter learning loss and other effects of the pandemic, students deserve access to all available
supports, including supplemental options. Unfortunately, access to supplemental options is just as
disproportionate as the effects of the pandemic. Too many barriers stand between students and the
supports that could help them recover and reengage in learning.

Policymakers can play a critical role in helping more families provide their children with the
extracurricular options that fit their unique learning needs: providing parents with funding to cover the
costs of participation, improving information and communication about available options, and fostering
innovations in transportation.
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