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ESSAYS

If our common goal is to bring children up and out 
of poverty, out-of-school time programs matter on 
a number of levels. At Chicago Youth Centers, we 
recognize that the most significant barrier facing 
low-income children is this aspirational gap. Too 
many of these children cannot aspire to be or do 
more because they cannot see the possibilities that 
exist within themselves or beyond their communi-
ties. Well-designed out-of-school time programs 
give children the tools and resources they need to 
succeed in school and in life.

Programming with this kind of power does not 
occur in a vacuum. By implementing a curriculum 
that emphasizes the Four C’s—creativity, collabora-
tion, communication, and critical thinking—staff 
at Chicago Youth Centers have witnessed incredible 
transformations within our kids. Of the nearly  
900 children aged 6 to 12 participating in our  
programs, 91 percent maintained or improved 
essential life-skills; 95 percent reported a deeper 
engagement in academics; and 98 percent  
progressed to the next grade. Out-of-school  
time programs introduce children to educational 
and professional opportunities they would  
not otherwise encounter, and most importantly, 
nurture children’s ability to dream and aspire.

Effective out-of-school time programs surround 
children with the social capital they need—safe 
spaces, family engagement, community resources, 

and caring adults—to manage every stage in  
their academic and emotional development. 
Children become more confident and realize  
their unique strengths. They develop lasting rela-
tionships and learn to collaborate. They make  
better life choices and let their talents shine. They 
have fun, but it is fun with a purpose. Out-of- 
school time programs not only provide safe havens 
where children can learn and thrive, but they also 
have positive effects on families. Parents can go  
to work knowing that their children are advancing 
in productive ways and can receive support from 
program staff.

Last year, many news outlets featured a story 
about a child who received cochlear implants. 
When the child heard his father’s voice for the first 
time, joy, wonder, and knowledge immediately 
spread across his face. When kids experience some-
thing profound—beautiful music, art, or a success 
story from someone with a similar background—
their lives can be changed forever. Out-of-school 
time programs provide this opportunity for change. 
They give children the ability to dream as they 
make their way between childhood and adulthood, 
between today and tomorrow. Chicago Youth 
Centers has dedicated its work to deeply enriching 
our kids’ lives and putting them on that path to 
success. We know that out-of-school time programs 
are a place where possibility lives.

WHERE POSSIBILITY LIVES

Children from low-income households face many challenges. Some 
of these difficulties are obvious: lack of resources, food scarcity, 
and violent neighborhoods. Other struggles are less visible, 
including summer learning loss and low self-esteem. Something 
even less obvious—but a formidable barrier to success—is the 
aspirational gap. For too many children, generational cycles of 
poverty and violence threaten their ability to persist, envision a 
productive life, and proceed on a path to success. Out-of-school 
time programs provide a systemic solution to overcome this 
aspirational gap, empowering children to recognize their potential 
and break generational cycles of poverty and violence.
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