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Learning supplants leisure as the primary focus 
of after-school programs.  By Beth Frerking
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Fine
Tuning

An innovative after-school program in the
South Bronx cleverly uses its art and culture
offerings to reinforce classroom lessons.

Inabright upstairs classroom at PS/MS 218, in the
South Bronx, Kenneth Edwards rosins one girl’s violin bow,
plucks an errant bow hair from another, and listens, head
cocked, as he tunes a third violin.

“Let’s start with the whole notes,” he says, draw-
ing a plump oval on the chalkboard. “How many
beats in a whole note?”

“Four?” someone quietly offers. Edwards nods,
pleased. He then asks his 15 students, all girls, to demon-
strate their bow holds, which they do with varying degrees of
confidence. “Wonderful! Excellent! There’s a professional hold
right there,” he says, smiling at one. “You’re all holding the bows so well.”

Edwards mixes a little math with music while delivering a stealth mes-
sage of empowerment to his attentive students—all in less than an hour after
school. His class is one of many arts and cultural enrichment activities during
an after-school program at Public School/Middle School 218 operated by
the Women’s Housing and Economic Development Corporation
(WHEDCo), a Bronx-based community organization.

The program provides a safe haven, a nutritious meal, and homework help for nearly 350
students a day. But, like model after-school programs everywhere, it goes beyond those basics,
giving economically disadvantaged students access to arts and cultural activities they might not
experience otherwise: violin, Latin-percussion band, drama, dance, fitness, chess, computer
technology, and sewing.

Academic support is critical, but Davon Russell, the program’s coordinator, believes it is the
art-enrichment and cultural-enrichment curriculum that whets students’ appetites for learning
outside the classroom—and for a life beyond what they know.

“Our purpose is to enrich their lives, generate curiosity, and help students become more self-
directed,” says Russell, an engaging leader and former actor and track star who enjoys an easy
rapport with students. “At the end of all that, we’ll create a community of learners, which is the

Making Music: Teacher Kenneth
Edwards (opposite) adjusts the grip on
one student’s bow in an after-school
arts program in the Bronx. 
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basis of everything else. We want to instill that
‘Wow!’ factor.”

Russell doesn’t know whether children and
their parents approach the program with such
high-minded ideals, but he knows this: “If it’s
not fun, there’s no way they’re coming.”

And come, they do. Nearly 40 percent of
the school’s 965 students attend the after-
school program. The school population is
overwhelmingly from minority groups—

84 percent Hispanic, 11 percent black—and
poor. Because 9 of 10 students qualify for
reduced-price or free lunch, the school is sub-
sidized to offer “supper,” rather than just
snacks, during the after-school program.

After their meal, students are divided by
grades into their academic and enrichment
activities. A few doors down from Edwards’s
violin class, two dozen students, all but two of
them boys, are bent in concentration over rub-
ber chess mats, clocking themselves against
timers. (“A lot of the people who pick chess are
the rowdiest kids,” Russell later confides.)
Nearby, boys and girls practice ballroom danc-
ing on a dimly lit stage, touching hands and
shoulders with shy grace.

In the gym, a large group of quiet boys sit
at attention in the bleachers while three
instructors demonstrate football plays. (Two
are local high school students who recently
graduated from the after-school program
themselves.)

Across the hall, in the cafeteria, a huddle of
thirteen-year-old girls discuss the next step in a
student-advocacy project to bring comprehen-
sive sex-education classes into all New York
public middle schools.

Many of these activities were never offered
during the regular school day at PS/MS 218,
but some replace instruction that was once
part of the school’s routine curriculum.

Take the violin and Latin-percussion class-
es, taught in the former music room. Until last
year, the school offered a broad music curricu-
lum, including a complete band. But when the
music teacher left in fall 2005 for a university
teaching job, the school couldn’t find a replace-

ment. The position was dropped from this
year’s budget, and school administrators don’t
know whether they’ll regain funding.

Russell finds this fact particularly ironic,
given that the school—officially named the
Rafael Hernandez Dual Language Magnet
School—honors one of Puerto Rico’s most
influential composers, the man who penned
the U.S. commonwealth’s informal anthem,
“Lamento Borincano.”

“It’s all about test scores,” Russell says grimly.
Nonetheless, he appreciates the need to

bolster students’ academic skills. His program
includes nearly an hour each day for students
to complete homework, and all participants
take language arts with regular teachers from
this and other schools.

The program also offers specialized aca-
demic instruction, including test-preparation
classes for eighth graders applying to one of the
city’s nine specialized high schools, including
the Bronx High School of Science and the
Brooklyn Latin School.

No one has analyzed whether students in
the after-school program have higher standard-
ized test scores than schoolmates who don’t
participate. However, a counselor from
WHEDCo who counseled all eighth-grade
students at PS/MS 218 on the high school
admissions process found significant differ-
ences between the two groups.

Of the 22 eighth graders in the after-school
program last year, 2 were admitted to the
Bronx School of Science, 8 earned full scholar-
ships to private or parochial high schools, and
all went to new and high-performing schools.

The 71 students who weren’t in the after-

In a pivotal scene in Jerry Maguire, the energetic football star played by Cuba
Gooding Jr. gives his agent, played by Tom Cruise, a high-decibel lesson
about his expectations: “Show! Me! The! Money!”

That utterance is the story of Mark Smith’s professional life. As coordinator
of special programs for St. Mary’s County Public Schools, in rural southern
Maryland, Smith must stitch together financial support for thirteen after-school
programs from a host of public, private, and foundation grants. The primary
focus of these programs is to close the achievement gap in reading and math

for low-performing, high-poverty students. At least three days a week, each
student gets fifty minutes a day of direct instruction in the academic area of
greatest need, with no more than five students per teacher. (The school district
hires regular teachers to tutor the students.) Subjects vary widely, from pro-
grams around computer robotics to leadership training and a class in social
problems in the community. Even an African-drumming class is offered.

Nearly twenty years in the business have taught Smith that grants can flour-
ish or wither according to White House priorities or the generosity of a single
donor. He also knows that long-term sustainability has become the watchword
of after-school funding. In the case of St. Mary’s schools, that increasingly
means turning to state and local sources.

So, what does it take to run after-school programs in rural St. Mary’s
County? This school year, nearly three quarters of a million dollars. That
includes $533,000 through four major grants and, Smith estimates, at least
$200,000 in in-kind contributions from program providers such as the Boys &
Girls Clubs and individual schools.

The money pays for after-school programs in nine elementary schools and
four middle schools serving 800 students. Overall, that’s an average cost of
about $940 per student—slightly lower than the $1,000-per-student cost
after-school experts consider typical. (The figure is slightly deceptive, Smith

ShowMe
theMoney

In rural Maryland, keeping after-school 
programs funded is a continual juggling act.
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school program didn’t fare as well: None
received scholarships or admittance to one of
the selective public high schools, and more
than one-fourth ended up in low-performing
public high schools.

Among those taking test-prep classes for
the selective high schools this year were sev-
eral eighth-grade girls who have worked
together on the sex-ed advocacy project,
which began last spring. The project taught
them an invaluable lesson about political
activism, Russell says—one seldom learned
through books or classes.

When they researched topics for their advo-
cacy project last spring, the girls chose sex edu-
cation because birth rates among teenagers in

their Bronx neighborhoods are 75 percent
higher than in other parts of the city. These
aren’t just dry statistics to the girls; many have
friends and relatives whose educations ended
abruptly with teen pregnancies. “They ruined
their lives when they got pregnant,” says par-
ticipant Yanilsa Frias.

They researched the topic, informed class-
mates and community leaders, and petitioned
their school to provide comprehensive sex edu-
cation beyond the state’s minimum require-
ments for HIV/AIDS–prevention classes. But
what seemed a no-brainer to them was contro-
versial outside the school. Administrators
moved slowly on teaching sex ed due to
parental pressure, and even some of the girls’

own parents had trouble with the notion. “My
mother was ready to throw me out the win-
dow,” says Ashley Reyes. (Her mother later
relented after Reyes’s grandfather intervened in
her favor.)

Student Katherine George smirks when she
recalls parents’ opposition to sex ed in schools.
“They thought we weren’t ready to learn about
it,” George says. “They’re not really aware of
what’s going on.”

Russell knew, however, and supported their
efforts. “Part of our work, as a community-
based organization, is around teen pregnancy
to begin with,” he says. “These girls wanted
this to be something more universal. They’re
doing something that is not normal in the
school.”

Not normal during regular school hours,
perhaps, but in the after-school program? A
perfect fit. Russell shrugs slightly and grins,
adding, “How could we not?”—BF  e

says, because the thirteen programs vary enormously. For example, 400 stu-
dents attend after-school programs five days a week and are offered bus
transportation home. For those, the cost probably is closer to $2,000 per stu-
dent. The rest attend two- and three-day programs—some with transporta-
tion, others without—and those programs are much cheaper per student.)

Where does the money come from? Here’s a breakdown:

The 21st Century Community Learning Centers program, administered by
the Maryland State Department of Education: $318,750. The grant sup-
ports after-school programs at two elementary schools and one middle
school. Smith is already seeking ways to replace this three-year grant,
because it diminishes significantly over each of the next two years. 

The local Board of County Commissioners: $125,000. The grant supports
after-school programs at two elementary schools that were dropped when
the 21st Century program switched from direct federal grants to state-
administered ones. Smith says the commissioners made no promises about
future grants, so he may need to seek other funding sources to continue
those two programs.

The Local Management Board, a quasi-governmental agency that coordi-
nates local services for children, youth, and families: $63,000. This grant
pays for after-school programs at three additional middle schools and two
elementary schools.

Private donors Timothy Muris, a former chairman of the Federal Trade
Commission, and his wife, Pamela Harmon: $26,222. The couple is build-
ing a residence in St. Mary’s County, Smith says, and approached the school
superintendent to offer a private grant, and Harmon approved Smith’s sub-
sequent proposal. The grant funds after-school programs in three elemen-
tary schools.

In the future, Smith says, his biggest challenge will be finding local and
state grants to sustain existing programs and, ideally, pay for new ones.

“We have to shift to local and private funds because the 21st Century
grant is not an entitlement program, but is for start-up funding,” he adds.
“In our case, we have been able to shift to some local and private funds,
but if the economy slows, these might disappear.” —BF

HOT LINK www.edutopia.org/1748

Pied Piper: Coordinator Davon Russell (above) says if
the after-school programs aren’t fun for the students,
they won’t come.
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