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Executive Summary

Mayor Bill de Blasio has committed his administration to adding enough seats to 
afterschool programs to accommodate every middle-grades child whose family chooses 
to participate. He has announced plans to scale up today’s most effective afterschool 
programs, providing a balanced program of academic and extra-curricular activities 
that take into account children’s developmental strengths, needs, and interests while 
integrating and enhancing academic skills. 

On January 31, a diverse group of stakeholders met at the Ford Foundation to develop a 
set of recommendations to the Mayor that reflects his stated goals and at the same time 
considers opportunities for innovation. The meeting was convened by Bank Street College 
of Education, the Partnership for After School Education (PASE), and the Ford Foundation.

Our conversation began with the recognition that today, many effective—and some 
inspiring—afterschool programs operate in middle-grades schools across the city. At the 
same time, participants pointed to quality gaps. They underscored that major scale-up 
efforts run the risk of stabilizing and spreading a set of longstanding policies, programs, 
and practices that may not work well for all children, families, and communities. As one 
participant stated, “an initiative that does not address existing inequities and missed 
opportunities would need reform on day one.” 

Meeting participants urged attention to the full range of middle-grade students’ 
developmental strengths and needs. Young adolescents need security—predictable 
care, safe places, familiar routines, and understanding adults. They need support 
for exploration as they come into contact with new settings, languages, ideas, and 
possibilities. And they need chances to consider and establish their own identity—as 
able learners, as distinct individuals, and as valued members of families and communities. 
This set of developmental challenges reflects a growing body of research on the middle-
grade years, is crucial to any effort to support learning and resilience during this span, and 
should be cornerstones of policies, programs, and practices related to middle school.
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Five Recommendations

Having turned a spotlight on this crucial developmental phase, the Mayor and his team 
now have a rare opportunity to strengthen middle-grades learning. We urge them to:

1.  Reframe middle-grades learning as a community responsibility.

2.  Focus accountability on student learning and development in and out of school. 

3.  Strengthen middle-grades schools as centers of youth development. 

4.  Incentivize innovative designs. 

5.  Prepare and support a range of adults to foster middle-grades learning in and out 
of school. 

1.  Reframe middle-grades learning as a community responsibility. 

The UFT contract announced by Mayor de Blasio on May 1 includes measures aimed at 
strengthening collaboration among schools, parents, and communities. 

We urge the Mayor to continue this emphasis, reframing learning as a community 
responsibility, with parents, other community members, and community-based 
organizations (CBOs) working together with schools to extend opportunities for middle-
grade learning. 

•  Rethink governance to encourage community responsibility for student learning. 

•  Recognize the contributions and clarify the responsibilities of community partners.

•  Welcome parents and community members into the places where middle-grades 
children spend time. 

•  Pilot innovative policies and practices that hold promise for strengthening the 
community role in schooling.
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2.  Refocus accountability using definitions and measures of success that 
make sense for middle-grades students. 

Participants called this “the elephant in the room—the issue that must be addressed if we 
are to make real progress in extending the school day or any other major initiative.” 

•  Move beyond today’s overreliance on test score results. 

•  Accountability means answering to the children—and closing the quality gaps that 
place them at an unfair disadvantage. 

•  Ensure that community voices are represented in the work of New York City’s newly 
formed Children’s Cabinet. 

3.  Strengthen middle-grade schools as centers of youth development.

The Mayor has recognized that the middle-grade years pose special challenges for 
children and parents alike. Participants at our meeting asked: what would the structures 
and schedules that define middle-grades learning look like if we focused intensely on the 
educational and developmental challenges—acknowledging the importance of security, 
exploration, and identity? 

•  Recognize middle-grade students’ need to experience mastery. 

•  Focus on transitions. 

•  Rethink approaches to addressing the needs of disruptive students. 

•  Integrate social/emotional learning across the curriculum. 

4.  Incentivize innovative designs. 

The new UFT contract gives up to 200 schools the regulatory leeway needed to introduce 
innovation based on local preferences and needs, including variation in the way the school 
day is defined and organized. We urge the Mayor to extend this spirit of innovation in 
implementing his middle-school afterschool initiative. 

•  Incorporate design competitions into the middle-grades afterschool initiative. 

•  Reconsider school structure to maximize continuity. 

•  Rethink the school day and year to support exploration. 

•  Rethink the use of space. 
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•  Rethink partnerships. 

•  Address the technical challenges that often impede innovation. 

5.  Prepare and support a range of adults to foster middle-grades 
learning in and out of school. 

Scaling up middle-grades afterschool opportunities means involving a significant number 
of adults who have not previously worked with such programs.

•  Rethink preparation and professional development for a wide range of adult roles. 

•  Encourage opportunities for schools and CBOs to organize joint professional 
development. 

•  Consider new leadership configurations. 

Press for changes in NY State certification that will ensure teachers in the middle grades 
are prepared for the specific developmental and learning characteristics of their students. 
By making middle-grades afterschool a top priority, the de Blasio administration has 
turned a spotlight on early adolescence in a time of risk and opportunity. To ensure the 
long-term success and sustainability of his important initiative, we urge the Mayor to 
consider these five recommendations, which can lead to models of expanded learning 
time that can be adapted by districts across the nation. Most importantly, we believe 
these recommendations can help to ensure that young adolescents in our schools and 
communities are confident, curious, unstoppable learners, today and tomorrow.


