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Education in Context 

The educational achievement and attainment of young people in the United States has been a 

long-standing issue of concern.  While analyses of long-term trend data from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)i show that students in the United States have made 

gains in reading and mathematics over the past few decades, a sizeable proportion of students 

in this country fail to demonstrate mastery of basic reading and writing skills, lack knowledge 

about U.S. history or geography, and perform at below-basic levels in mathematics and the 

sciences.ii   

  

Moreover, despite the gains in educational achievement made by most U.S. students over the 

past two decades, educational gaps in proficiency in reading and other subjects persist across 

income and racial groups.  In addition to the achievement gap,iii widespread differences persist 

in the levels of educational attainment across racial/ethnic and income groups.iv   These 

differences are highlighted in a recent report that presents national, state, and local data on 

graduation rates for males in the United States.  The report found that the overall graduation 

rate for black male students attending public schools in the 2007-2008 school year was 47 

percent, compared with 78 percent for their white male counterparts.v  Another report 

presents results of a similar analysis of high school graduation rates in cities.  That report 

provides evidence of an urban-suburban “geographic” gap, with an 18 percentage-point 

difference found between the on-time high school graduation rates of public school students in 

urban districts in comparison to public school students in suburban districts.vi The same report 

cited an analysis of graduation rates by racial and ethnic background for public school students 
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in the 2004-2005 school year, which found that Native American, Black, and Hispanic public 

school students had four-year graduation rates ranging from 50 to 58 percent, with students 

from each group graduating at rates well below the national average of 71 percent.   

 

Educators and others have identified multiple reasons for such gaps in student achievement 

and attainment.  Some have pointed to the historically uneven access that young people from 

different backgrounds have to quality schools.  Others point to different levels of resources 

available to children at home and through quality programs that can promote student learning 

outside of school and in the home.   

  

Why Education Matters 

One of the more obvious reasons that education matters is the well-documented link between 

a person’s educational status and his or her economic well-being.  According to the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Condition of Education 2010 report, higher levels of educational 

attainment are consistently found to be related to higher earnings.  For instance, the report 

notes that the median earnings for young adults ages 25-35 with a bachelor’s degree who were 

employed full time was $46,000; by comparison, the median earnings for young adults 

employed full time was $30,000 for those with a high school diploma or an equivalency degree, 

and $23,500 for those without a high school diploma or an equivalency degree.vii     

 

Furthermore, numerous studies have found that the benefits of education extend beyond the 

improved economic well-being for individuals and into other areas. Research conducted by 

economists and other scholars documents the high public and private costs of high school 

dropout as well as the societal and private economic and noneconomic benefits of attaining 

higher levels of education.viii  For instance, studies have shown that greater educational 

attainment is related to reduced involvement in crime and the criminal justice system, 

improved health outcomes, and higher rates of civic participation.ix 

 

Funding and Policy Context 

President Obama has voiced support for expanded learning as a means to help promote 

achievement and “even the playing field” between the United States and other nations.  U.S. 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has been a particularly strong advocate for this approach.  

He has been quoted as saying,  “I think the school day is too short, the school week is too short 

and the school year is too short…You look at all the creative schools that are getting 

dramatically better results. The common denominator of all of them is they're spending more 
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time…” (April 15, 2009).  In his previous position as chief executive officer of the Chicago Public 

Schools, Duncan promoted the growth of the city’s community school models and other school-

based and out-of-school time (OST) models that support learning beyond the typical school day 

and into the after-school hours, weekends, or summer months. 

 

Beyond expressing support for expanded learning time, the new federal efforts to improve 

education have elevated the importance of innovations that test and evaluate various 

education reforms, including those that increase learning time.  Below is a short summary of a 

few funded education programs and policies that seek to expand learning opportunities by 

increasing the time available for students to learn.  

 Through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), the Race to the 

Topx competition emphasized the federal government’s interest in creating 

opportunities to increase learning time.  For instance, Priority 6 of the award notice 

invited potential grantees to engage community partners to expand learning 

opportunities offered by schools, to engage families to support student learning, and to 

implement “new structures and formats for the school day or year that result in 

increased learning time.”  Each of the 10 phase II winners of the Race to the Top 

competition responded with a combination of proposed innovations and reforms to 

expand learning time, with seven of the 10 proposing to implement expanded learning 

day models; seven proposing expanded year models; six proposing summer programs; 

seven proposing after-school programs; and two proposing full-day kindergarten.  

 In the background materials for applicants to the Investing in Innovation (i3) Fundxi and 

the Promise Neighborhoods,xii efforts to expand learning time implemented through 

school-based and out-of-school time models are noted as one of several reform 

strategies eligible for funding.  

 The new ARRA programs use a broad definition of expanded learning that includes 

models that extend the school day, extend the school year, or that support learning 

beyond the regular school day, such as through community school programs, before- 

and after-school programs, weekend programs, and summer learning programs.   

 The federal government has shown increased support for programs designed to expand 

learning opportunities outside of school and to provide supports for working parents.  

This commitment is most clearly illustrated through an examination of the rapid growth 

in funding for after-school and summer programs through the 21st Century Community 

Learning Center (21st CCLC) program.  Since its inception in 1996, the program has 

expanded from an allocated budget of less than $1 million to an allocated budget of 
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more than $1 billion.  21st CCLC funds are now able to be used flexibly, through waivers, 

to support different types of expanded learning, including extended school day and 

extended school year models. 

 The Supplemental Educational Services (SES) program provides free academic 

remediation help through tutoring and other activities.  SES programs generally provide 

extra time for learning outside of the regular school day for disadvantaged students 

from Title 1 schools that serve predominantly low-income students. 

 In September 2011, Secretary Duncan invited states to apply to receive waivers to 

specific requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 in exchange for rigorous 

and comprehensive state education plans. Through this process, states may request the 

flexibility to allow districts to use 21st CCLC funds for extended school day or year 

initiatives.  Similarly, districts may also use Title I funds previously set aside for SES 

tutoring or professional development for expanded learning initiatives, such as after-

school or summer learning.  

Given the current policy and funding context, along with the widespread implementation of 

different types of expanded learning time (ELT) programs, it is important to determine whether 

a solid body of research exists to support these initiatives or whether the implementation of 

ELT programs has outpaced the evidence of their impact. 

 

About This Report 

A Systematic Review of the Evidence 

This report synthesizes what is known about the effectiveness of school and program 

interventions that aim to address deficiencies and inequities in academic achievement and 

attainment by expanding learning opportunities for students both inside and outside of school.   

 

This report is based on an extensive review of more than 80 evaluation studies of different 

models for increasing learning time, including extended school day (ESD) models that aim to 

improve student learning outcomes by adding more hours to the school day; extended school 

year (ESY) models that add more days to the school year; and expanded learning opportunities 

(ELO) models that provide educational and enrichment services in school-based and 

community-based settings during nonschool hours. 

 

In addition, studies that met the following additional criteria were included in the report:   

 evaluations using random assignment, quasi-experimental, or nonexperimental designs; 
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and 

 evaluations that examined, using statistical tests, whether the program was effective in 

increasing academic achievement or educational attainment outcomes, among others. 
 

Typology of Expanded Learning Time Models   

This report reviews the effects of three different types of expanded learning time (ELT) models 

for children and youth in grades K-12.   Figure 1 describes and defines the different types of ELT 

models.  

 

Figure 1: Types of Expanded Learning Time Programs 

Extended School Day (ESD) program models: 

 lengthen the school day beyond the standard 6.5 hours offered in most public schools in the 

United States. 

o Full-Day Kindergarten programs are categorized in this report as extended school day 

models because much of the research on full-day kindergarten focuses on its 

differential effects, as compared with half-day kindergarten. 

Extended School Year (ESY) program models:  

 lengthen the school year beyond the standard 180 school days offered in most public schools 

in the United States.  

Expanded Learning Opportunities (ELO) program models:  

 provide academic and other learning supports to young people and their families during or 

outside of schools or outside of regular operating school-day hours (often to supplement in-

school learning).  In some cases, ELO programs are social intervention programs that may offer 

services during the school day as well as outside of the school day.  ELO models may be school-

based, community-based, or they may provide additional supports for student learning in 

varied locations both during and outside of school, including students’ homes. 

o Examples of ELO programs include academic-oriented social interventions that provide 

services through before- and after-school programs, summer learning and summer 

school programs,xiii weekend programs, youth development programs, service learning 

programs, vocational programs, academic-oriented mentoring programs, multi-service 

programs, and multi-component programs that provide a large range of youth 

development and prevention services to young people.  

o Community School Models also fall under the ELO category because of their focus on 

partnering with community organizations and extending the hours of operation to 

offer academic and other services and supports for students and their families. 
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Figure 2 graphically depicts differences and similarities among the various types of ELT models. 

For instance, the chart shows that Community School Models can be operated by schools and 

community-based organizations, during school and out-of-school time hours.  In terms of their 

mode of learning expansion, Community School Models might offer extended school days or 

years, and they may also offer out-of-school services during and beyond the school year.  In 

contrast, summer school programs can be operated by schools and community organizations 

during days that are typically outside of the traditional school year.  These programs involve the 

expansion of school-year learning, as opposed to expansion of the school day.   
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Key Findings  

Extended School Day Models 

Extended school day (ESD) models incorporate additional instructional time into the traditional 

6.5 hour school day offered in most schools in the United States. In most cases, this approach 

entails the expansion of instructional time across classes, or the addition of classes or programs 

that supplement an existing course in a core academic area, such as intensive tutoring or small-

group study sessions for math or English/language arts.  In some cases, the extra time is used to 

expand noncurricular offerings, such as arts and sports activities, that many schools have 

elected to cut in order to provide additional instructional time to improve student test scores.  

 

Below is a summary of key findings based on our review of evaluations focusing on ESD 

program models. 

 

Outcome Study Findings: 

 The majority of studies that have examined ESD program outcomes indicate that the 

programs are positively related to improved student outcomes, but these studies focus 

mostly on models that bundle ESD with other reforms, such as the Knowledge is Power 

Program (KIPP).  

 The available research is not clear about whether or not gains in test scores are a direct 

result of an extended school day component within these school reform models.  

 ESD programs seem to benefit students who are at increased risk of academic failure or 

dropout. 

 There is no evidence that these programs seem to benefit students in a specific age 

group. 

 Participation in full-day kindergarten (FDK) has a significant, positive effect on the 

acquisition of reading and math knowledge during the kindergarten year, compared 

with participation in half-day kindergarten.  

 However, the positive achievement gains made by FDK participants rapidly dissipated 

over time; in fact, no study found significant, positive impacts of FDK beyond first grade. 

 Strong academic gains were shown in FDK classes with high proportions of minority 

students. 

Implementation Study Findings: 

 ESD studies seem to suggest that the quantity and use of time is important in 
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predicting student outcomes.   

 ESD models appear to be more effective when they allow for greater academic 

engagement. 

 

 

Extended School Year Models 

Extended school year (ESY) programs typically operate on a longer academic school-year 

calendar than the traditional 180-day calendar used by most schools in the United States.  

However, significant variation exists across states and districts in their policies affecting public 

schools, including requirements about the minimum length of the school year or mandated 

start-dates or end-dates for public school districts.  As a result, the actual number of days in 

which school is open varies somewhat across states and districts, which have experimented 

with different school reforms over the past several decades, including reform efforts involving 

the expansion of the school day or year.   

 

Below is a summary of key findings based on our review of evaluations focusing on ESY program 

models. 

 

Outcome Study Findings: 

 

 Most of the studies found that attending a school with a longer school year is associated 

with at least one positive achievement outcome, usually as measured through test 

scores.   

 While evaluations of ESY models do not consistently show that programs are more likely 

to be associated with students’ improved academic outcomes in math or reading, a few 

studies suggest that programs may be more effective when targeting elementary school 

students (rather than secondary school students) and young people with higher levels of 

academic risk (rather than young people with lower levels of academic risk). 

 Results from one study suggest that being in a school that operates on an extended year 

calendar is associated with improved science achievement, whereas another study 

found no such connection.  

 Two studies found that being in a school with a longer school year is associated with 

improved academic outcomes in the communication arts. 

 Two studies that examined whether kindergarteners would benefit from attending an 

extended school year both found short-term effects that faded out over the summer, a 

conclusion that   mirrors the findings reported in the section on Full-Day Kindergarten. 
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Implementation Study Findings: 

 Findings from multiple studies suggest that program implementation and quality are 

important predictors of whether an ESY program will be effective.   

 A number of studies find that ESY programs can be challenging to operate.  Several 

reports point to the higher costs associated with implementing ESY programs.  Some of 

these costs are related to the higher utility-bill rates associated with operating into the 

summer months and the need to compensate teachers and staff adequately for the 

additional work hours. 

 It is important to take into account the perceptions of teachers, students, and parents 

when implementing ESY models.  Initiatives that were implemented without the buy-in 

and support of these key stakeholders were not found to be successful.    

 Studies show that schools operating using extended year-round models may be more 

effective when they make use of intercession time to target students who need the 

extra time the most. 

 

Expanded Learning Opportunities Models 

Expanded learning opportunities (ELO) models provide educational supports as well as 

enrichment and recreational opportunities to young people and their families during nonschool 

hours.  For the purposes of this review, ELO models include a wide range of social interventions. 

They may school-based or community-based, but they must provide at least one academic 

component that targets student learning outcomes.   

 

Below is a summary of key findings based on our review of evaluations focusing on ELO 

program models. 

 

Outcome Study Findings: 

 Impacts varied considerably across the evaluated programs, but the review found that 

ELO programs have the potential to positively impact a range of educational outcomes. 

 Overall, the ELO programs included in this review tended to be more effective in 

improving predictors of academic achievement, such as educational expectations and 

scholastic behaviors, than in improving academic achievement outcomes. 

 The ELO programs included in this review were more often than not effective in 

improving scholastic behaviors, such as academic skills, homework completion, and 

study habits.  
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 The ELO programs included in this review varied in their effectiveness in improving 

school engagement and attendance.  

 While some ELO programs were able to improve academic achievement outcomes, it 

was not common for experimentally evaluated programs to produce consistently 

positive and lasting improvements in academic achievement.    

 Programs varied in their effectiveness in improving educational attainment outcomes, 

with some studies finding impacts only on students who were at higher levels of initial 

academic risk. 

 In studies that examined subgroup effects, findings suggested that effects were larger 

and stronger for lower-income students, lower-performing students, and students in 

other more disadvantaged subgroups. 

 

Implementation Study Findings: 

 Several of the programs that were ineffective in improving most of the outcomes that 

they examined suffered from low participation rates.  This situation was especially true 

for some of the after-school programs that provide primarily academic and recreational 

activities. 

 Programs that were of low quality or that were poorly implemented tended to be less 

effective.  

Implementation studies of ELO models document a number of program quality features that 
seem to be common across more effective programs.  For example, such programs:  

 Hire qualified, committed staff.  High staff turnover rates can lead to inconsistency in 
programming or can be harmful if students bond with staff members who then 
disappear from their lives. 

 Are intentional and focused, such as programs that follow a manual or that use a 
curriculum. 

 Provide individualized attention to students through tutoring or mentoring. 

 Use senior directors and staff to conduct observations regularly to ensure that programs 
are operating with quality. 

 Are highly targeted and provide age-appropriate programming. 

 Provide a certain amount of structure and are clear about expectations of participants. 

 Use culturally appropriate materials. 

 Monitor performance. 

 

An important caveat: Our assessments of the potential effectiveness of ESD, ESY, and ELO 

models were based on the best available evidence for each type of program.  It may be 

tempting to try to compare the findings for the ESY, ESD, and ELO program model types. 
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However, it is important to recognize that the findings for the ELO program models—which 

appear to be less promising than those reported for the ESD and ESY models—are based on a 

higher evidence standard than that used for the ESD and ESY models, given the availability of 

experimental evaluations of ELO program models.  

 

Common Study Limitations 

Despite the growing popularity of ELT programs, there is a shortage of evidence showing clear 

links between ESD, ESY, and ELO programs and positive academic outcomes for students in 

grades K-12. There are several reasons for this dearth of information.  

 Few studies have examined whether a longer school day or year positively impacts 

academic performance using rigorous experimental or quasi-experimental methods. 

Establishing whether extending the school day or year is the cause of improved 

academic outcomes is challenging without an experimental evaluation design. 

Unfortunately, based on the studies that we have been able to identify, most of the 

evidence base for ESD and ESY programs is derived from nonexperimental research. The 

majority of studies on this subject have relied on pre-test, post-test analyses or evidence 

that can only identify a correlation between ESD and ESY programs and academic 

outcomes.   

 The specific effects of extending the school day or year are also difficult to ascertain 

because of what some researchers have called the “packaging” of ESD and ESY 

initiatives with other types of school reform. Schools that serve a substantial percentage 

of academically and economically disadvantaged students are more likely to adopt ESD 

and ESY programs as one component of a broader school improvement plan.  

 The vast majority of studies that we examined, especially the evaluations focusing on 

ESD and ESY programs, focused solely on academic outcomes, particularly standardized 

test scores. While performance on standardized tests is obviously a key outcome of 

interest to stakeholders and is easy to compare across schools, other key outcomes that 

are related to academic performance should also be examined. Among these outcomes 

are school attendance, on-time promotion, scholastic behaviors, school discipline 

problems, and attitudes towards school.  

 Many evaluations of ESD and ESY programs do not specify how the additional time is 

used. An extended school day may not always translate into more instructional time or 

more time for students to spend engaged actively in learning than is the case with a 

traditional school day. As a result, it can be difficult to determine the effects of such 

programs or to compare the results of an ESD or ESY program across schools. 
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 Many of the studies, particularly the ELO studies, are based on small samples and when 

comparison groups are used, they are not often matched.  Furthermore, many of the 

studies provide no baseline information and report on end-of-program results only.   

 Some studies rely solely on retrospective reports of outcomes and do not use multiple 

measures, multiple reporters, or administrative data to test different outcomes. 

 Many of the studies are short in duration and therefore do not provide information 

about long-term outcomes. 

 Most of the ELO studies are for geographic-specific programs that target narrow 

populations, so the general application of findings may be limited. 

 A final limitation that is commonly found in the literature focusing on ELO programs is 

that these programs often suffer from low participation levels, which results in studies 

that experience high attrition or study dropout rates.    

Future research efforts should be designed to address these study limitations.   
 

Conclusions 

This review highlights several key findings about programs designed to increase learning for 

children and youth through longer school days, longer school years, and programs that expand 

learning opportunities during and into the out-of-school time hours.  We reiterate these 

findings below: 

 While the evidence base for ESD and ESY models is quite thin due to the lack of well-

designed, rigorous studies focusing on their effectiveness, the available evidence 

suggests that schools implementing longer school days and longer school years can be 

effective in raising academic performance, as indicated by test scores.   

 However, more research is needed focusing on the unique effect of the longer school 

day or longer school year over and above other school features and reform efforts. A 

better understanding of the circumstances under which extended learning time is 

beneficial is critical, primarily because the findings in the literature indicate that simply 

adding time is insufficient. A number of possibilities exist for why more time is helpful. It 

could be that students need more time to engage actively in academic activities, in 

which case, one would want to avoid ELT approaches that focus primarily on teacher 

instruction and downplay interactive learning.  It could also be that more time in the 

classroom provides greater opportunities for teachers and students to interact, allowing 

teachers more opportunity to understand and respond appropriately to a greater 

number of students in their classroom. Understanding the pathways through which the 

additional time might be useful will be helpful to educators and policymakers interested 

in implementing these approaches. 



13 

 

 Because it is difficult to know if findings result from “selection” effects associated with 

the characteristics of participants who voluntarily choose to attend a certain school or 

participate in a certain program or from the program itself, more well-implemented, 

randomized experimental studies are needed.  

 Evaluations of extended learning opportunities suggest that they are more effective in 

improving psychological indicators of educational adjustment that are precursors to 

educational achievement, such as educational expectations.  Although some ELO 

programs have been found to be effective in improving academic achievement and 

educational attainment outcomes, most of the programs that targeted and measured 

these outcomes had no impact. 

  ESD, ESY, and ELO programs have all shown positive effects for low-income, low-

performing, ethnic minority or otherwise disadvantaged students.   

 Program implementation and quality matters. Schools and programs that are well-

implemented, that attract strong participation, and that are of high quality tend to have 

positive effects, while those that suffer from poor implementation have no effects or 

even negative effects on children and youth. 

 Although very few of the studies included in this review provided information on effect 

sizes, among those studies that did, effects for significant findings ranged mostly from 

small to moderate. Based on information about percentage-point differences found 

between students participating in extended-learning schools or programs and 

comparison students, some models had effects that were medium in size.xiv 
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