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The Time for Investment in 
Extracurricular Activities 
is Now
Three years ago the Youth Law Center first is-
sued this publication to make the case for action 
to ensure that young people in foster care have 
meaningful access to extracurricular and enrich-
ment activities. Youth Law Center and California 
Youth Connection are reissuing this report now, in 
early 2022, as an urgent call to action in California 
where legislation is pending that would make the 
opportunity for participation in enrichment ac-
tivities a reality for young people in foster care. If 
passed, AB 2945, authored by Assemblymember 
Arambula, would provide funding to support par-
ticipation in extracurricular activities and account-
ability measures to ensure that young people in 
foster care receive the benefit of the law. 

“I had the opportunity to play basketball while 
I was in foster care. Basketball gave me the 
building blocks and the essential life skills 
that I needed in order to be successful in life 
and these were things I didn’t learn while in 
foster care. Basketball was the only thing that 
provided me stability no matter where I went 
or how many times I moved. My coaches and 
the lifelong connections I made throughout 
these activities helped me learn what healthy 
relationships were. Without these activities I 
would not have been able to work through my 
trauma and I wouldn’t have the skills I need to 
have a successful future.”      

—  Kristina T.,  
California Youth Connection Member 

Young people in foster care deserve to have 
the chance to develop their skills, interests, and 
relationships through extracurricular activities. 
However, youth continue to face barriers to par-
ticipation in those activities—opportunities that we 
know will improve outcomes for young people. 
Currently, California law requires that youth in fos-
ter care have regular opportunities to participate 
in extracurricular and enrichment activities, but 
there is no accountability for meeting this obli-
gation and no monetary investment attached to 
ensure that youth are able to actually participate 
in these activities.

“Despite the increasing need for effective 
interventions for young people in the child 
welfare system and the compelling research 
on the powerful impact of extracurriculars, 
practices and policies have not changed to 
prioritize extracurriculars as a key intervention.”       

— Jennifer Rodriguez, Executive Director, 
Youth Law Center 

The need to take action has never been more 
urgent as we emerge from a pandemic and find 
ourselves in the midst of a mental health crisis. 
California must make proactive investments and 
develop accountability mechanisms to ensure 
that foster youth actually have the opportunity to 
engage in these activities now. 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB2945
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The children’s mental health crisis requires 
effective responses, including interventions 
like extracurricular and enrichment activities. 
In January of 2022, the U.S. Surgeon General, Dr. 
Vivek Murthy, issued a new Surgeon General’s 
Advisory highlighting the urgent need to address 
a growing crisis in the mental health of the na-
tion’s youth. The advisory underscored how the 
mental health of those most vulnerable to begin 
with, such as children and youth in the foster 
care and juvenile justice systems, has been most 
affected. For children and youth in foster care, 
addressing this mental health crisis requires an 
investment in an intervention that research has 
clearly demonstrated has incredible impact, but 
which is largely unavailable to these youth—extra-
curricular and enrichment activities. 

“Extracurricular activities are important for foster 
youth because it promotes normalcy within their 
time in care and helps as a therapeutic tool for 
youth with trauma.” 

— Katrina Q., 
California Youth Connection Member 

“Having access to extracurriculars such as 
music, art, yoga, and boxing are effective 
coping mechanisms that help us as youth 
channel our pent-up emotions.”  

— Monica E., 
California Youth Connection Member 

The barriers to participation in extracurricular 
activities continue to be significant for youth 
in foster care, resulting in lost opportunities to 
heal and grow. Both the foster care and juvenile 
justice systems struggle to implement effective 
interventions that meet the developmental, emo-
tional, and social needs of the young people they 
serve. As systems move away from practices that 
have been demonstrated to be not only ineffec-
tive, but also harmful—such as the use of group 
care and secure confinement—it is imperative 
that these outdated practices are replaced with 
supports that improve the lives of young people, 
including high-quality parenting and participation 
in age- and developmentally appropriate activi-
ties, including extracurriculars.

The positive benefits of participation in activ-
ities for young people, especially those who 
are most vulnerable, are far-reaching. Extra-
curricular engagement supports healthy devel-
opment and improves mental health outcomes 
by helping young people build resilience and 
counteract the harmful effects of trauma. Extra-
curriculars help young people improve academic 
outcomes, develop new skills, and reduce risky 
behavior. Numerous studies and program evalu-
ations demonstrate that extracurriculars reduce 
the likelihood that youth will engage in risky be-
havior such as drug use, delinquency, and sexual 
activity. Participation in these kinds of activities 
also increases youths’ lifelong connections and 
opportunities for permanency. These benefits not 
only impact the youth themselves, but also help 
their caregivers and build communities.

When systems fail to acknowledge or under-
stand the critical role of extracurriculars in 
youth development, they fail to alleviate and 
instead may even erect barriers to partici-
pation. Activities not only give young people a 
voice but also give them an opportunity to learn 
positive skills that will help them throughout their 
lives. Young people are prioritizing this issue 
because they want to be involved in positive out-
lets and understand the importance of life-long 
connections, which are built when participating 
in these types of activities. Child welfare agencies 
must recognize the crucial social and emotional 
benefits youth derive from extracurriculars. Young 
people throughout the state see the need for 
legal protections that make it possible for them 
to participate in these activities without barriers. 
They should not have to wait any longer.

“What we see in practice is that extracurriculars 
are being viewed as ‘extra’ or optional. The shift 
that needs to be made is to view these activities 
as essential building blocks to healthy youth 
development.” 

—  Makayla James, Statewide Policy Manager, 
California Youth Connection 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Extracurriculars – voluntary activities that a youth 
participates in that broaden his or her experience 
and/or skills – provide meaningful educational, 
social, and developmental advantages for all 
youth, but particularly for youth in the foster care 
and juvenile justice systems who face significant 
barriers to success. Despite the increasing need 
for effective interventions for young people in 
these systems and the compelling research on the 
powerful impact of extracurriculars, our practices 
and policies have not changed to prioritize extra-
curriculars as a key intervention. As a result, these 
systems not only fail to remove barriers to extra-
curricular participation; they erect them, whether 
by inattention or design. However, bright spots 
exist: jurisdictions and programs are working to 
ensure system-involved youth have access to the 
extracurricular opportunities they need and de-
serve for healthy development. Building on these 
successes, agencies, case managers, lawmakers, 
and other stakeholders can implement changes to 
ensure that young people have access to mean-

ingful extracurricular activities that contribute to 
their development and help them thrive.

Benefits of Extracurricular 
Participation for Youth,  
Families, and Systems
Part One describes the benefits of extracurricu-
lar participation for youth, families and systems. 
These include:

• Ensuring Healthy Development: Extracurricu-
lar participation supports healthy child and ado-
lescent development by helping young people
build resilience, improve self-efficacy, develop a
positive self-identity, and counteract the harm-
ful effects of trauma.

• Supporting Positive Behavior and Reducing
Risky Behavior: Research shows that extracur-
ricular participation improves academic perfor-

Front: Jeffrey Lin, Unsplash    Above: Nik Shuliahin, Unsplash
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mance, builds soft skills such as leadership and 
self-discipline, and reduces risky behaviors such 
as drug and alcohol use.

 • Building Positive Relationships: When young 
people participate in extracurriculars, they are 
able to build healthy relationships with peers 
who share their interests and connect with sup-
portive adults.

 • Benefiting Caregivers and Systems: Partic-
ipation in extracurriculars contributes to im-
proved relationships between youth and their 
caregivers. It helps youth develop or strengthen 
healthy relationships with trusted adults which 
may result in new placement opportunities. As 
positive behavior increases, it may also improve 
placement stability and reduce disruptions. 

Legal Supports for 
Extracurricular Participation
Part Two describes the legal and policy supports 
for extracurricular participation for system-in-
volved youth. Federal and California law both 
give youth in foster care, including probation-su-
pervised youth in foster care placements, the 
right to normal childhood experiences, including 
participation in age- and developmentally ap-
propriate extracurricular activities. Further, the 
law empowers caregivers to make reasonable, 
prudent parenting decisions regarding extracur-
ricular participation for children and youth in the 
foster care system. By contrast, the legal protec-
tions for youth in the juvenile justice system are 
inadequate to ensure that these young people 
have the opportunity to participate in extracurric-
ulars. Despite some requirements under Califor-
nia law that juvenile detention facilities provide 
enrichment programming, the law provides little 
guidance on programming content. Additionally, 
adequate protections are lacking for young peo-
ple under community-based probation.

Barriers to Extracurricular 
Participation
Part Three describes barriers created when child 
welfare and juvenile justice systems do not pri-
oritize extracurricular participation and identifies 
some programs working to address those barri-
ers. These include: 

 • Failure to Address Common Barriers to  
Extracurricular Participation: Some barriers to 
extracurricular participation, such as cost and 
transportation, are common to all youth. Sys-
tems must take action to help youth overcome 
these barriers.

 • Failure to Incorporate Extracurriculars into 
Case Planning: When systems develop case 
plans and interventions without considering 
extracurriculars, they can make it difficult or 
impossible for youth to begin or continue an 
activity that is important to them and that may 
be a key therapeutic or habilitative interven-
tion. All systems actors, from caregivers to case 
managers to judges, must be aware of youth’s 
activities and interests and ensure that they are 
considered in case planning.

 • Erecting Explicit Barriers to Participation: 
When extracurriculars are viewed as a reward or 
as dispensable rather than as a critical interven-
tion, systems may seek to limit youth’s partic-
ipation as a disciplinary or risk management 
measure. This particularly impacts young peo-
ple in secure confinement or residential place-
ment, where extracurriculars are often viewed 
as a privilege to be earned.

Recommendations for Improving 
Access to Extracurriculars
Part Four provides recommendations to increase 
access to extracurriculars for youth in both the 
foster care and juvenile justice systems. These 
include:
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 • Training and Information: Youth, caregivers, 
child welfare and probation staff, courts, legal 
advocates, and other stakeholders should be 
trained on the benefits of and barriers to extra-
curricular participation. In particular, youth and 
families should be provided with the informa-
tion necessary to effectively advocate for im-
proved access to extracurricular activities. Case 
managers should identify and share extracur-
ricular opportunities and information on how to 
access them with youth and caregivers regularly 
and through various means.

 • Collaboration: Agencies should collaborate 
with schools and community organizations to 
provide free or low-cost extracurricular oppor-
tunities. Youth voice should be central in devel-
oping new programming. CASAs should be a 
resource to support participation.

 • Case Planning and Management: Case plans 
should include measures to ensure that youth 
can access extracurriculars that are tailored to 
their needs and interests. Recurring barriers 
should be proactively identified and addressed 
on a systems level.

 • Legal, Policy, and Financial Supports: Ded-
icated funding for extracurriculars for sys-
tems-involved youth should be provided at the 
state level. Local policies should ensure that 
youth are not excluded from extracurricular 
participation for disciplinary reasons. Lawmak-
ers should improve protections for youth in 
the juvenile justice system by instituting robust 
programming requirements in juvenile facili-
ties and requiring case managers to provide 
juvenile justice involved youth with information 
about extracurricular opportunities.

Introduction 
Both the foster care and juvenile justice systems 
are struggling to find effective interventions that 
meet the developmental, emotional, and social 
needs of the young people they serve. As sys-
tems move away from practices that have been 
demonstrated to be not only ineffective, but 
also harmful – such as the use of group care and 
secure confinement – it is imperative that these 
practices are replaced with supports that improve 
the lives of young people, including high quality 
parenting and participation in age- and develop-
mentally appropriate activities, including extra-
curriculars.

Extracurricular activities, which include both 
school-based activities and community activities 
such as music, dance, art, sports, and volunteer 
projects, are a vital part of childhood and ado-
lescence. Broadly speaking, and as employed 
in this brief, extracurricular activities are any 

activities that broaden a child or youth’s experi-
ence or skills. They help young people discover 
new interests, make connections with peers and 
supportive adults, and develop independence, 
self-esteem, and resilience. Extracurriculars are 
crucial for access to higher education, not only 
because they are necessary for a competitive 
application and can help with securing funding 
for college, but also because they help youth de-
velop skills, talents, and supportive connections 
that help young people access and succeed in 
college.

Unfortunately, despite these significant benefits 
and legal supports for extracurricular participa-
tion, many young people in the juvenile justice 
and foster care systems face barriers to partici-
pation in extracurricular activities that are caused 
or exacerbated by these systems. These barriers 
prevent system-involved youth – often the youth 
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who most desperately need the benefits that ex-
tracurriculars provide – from participating along-
side their non-system-involved peers.

In this brief, the Youth Law Center examines the 
research on the benefits of extracurricular partic-
ipation, the law that supports extracurricular par-
ticipation for system-involved youth, the barriers 
facing these youth and their families, and some 
programs that are succeeding in providing extra-
curricular opportunities. Our findings and rec-
ommendations are based on a review of current 
social science research, as well as interviews with 
youth, social workers, resource parents, probation 
officers, nonprofit administrators, and community 
stakeholders, spanning over 20 counties in Cali-

fornia. Although this brief focuses on California, 
its findings and recommendations are nationally 
applicable.

All young people deserve the opportunity to 
develop their skills, interests, and relationships 
through extracurricular participation. For young 
people in the child welfare and juvenile justice 
systems, these opportunities are especially criti-
cal. Our child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
should work to strengthen existing programs and 
develop research-informed practices that will en-
sure that all young people have access to extra-
curriculars that allow them to develop and thrive.

Bao Truong, Unsplash
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Extracurricular activities can provide youth with 
social, emotional, spiritual, and educational 
enrichment, as well as simply the opportunity to 
have fun. Extracurriculars are part of a normal 
childhood and promote healthy development 
for all youth. However, youth in the foster care 
and juvenile justice systems typically have faced 
adverse childhood experiences, including trau-
ma, poverty, separation, abuse, neglect, loss, and 
disruption, that hinder healthy development. 
These youth have also frequently not had access 
to the type of childhood opportunities, including 
extracurricular activities, that can mitigate the 
impact of those adverse experiences and support 
healthy development. These youth are in special 

need of opportunities to support healthy devel-
opment and connect with their communities – 
opportunities that can be provided by  
extracurriculars.

Extracurricular engagement supports healthy de-
velopment, helping young people build resilien-
cy and counteract the harmful effects of trauma. 
Extracurriculars help young people improve 
academic outcomes, develop skills, and reduce 
risky behavior. They also increase youth’s lifelong 
connections and opportunities for permanency. 
These benefits not only impact youth, but also 
help their caregivers and the child welfare and ju-
venile justice systems achieve the goal of improv-
ing child well-being.

Part 1 

Why Extracurriculars are Critical 
for Healthy Child Development

Zachary Nelson, Unsplash
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How many youth are in the child welfare  
and juvenile justice systems?

• In 2016, there were about 437,000 youth 
in foster care nationally.1 

• In 2018, there were 60,000 youth in foster 
care in California; 38,000 between 6 and 
17 years old.2 

• In 2014, juvenile courts handled nearly 
975,000 delinquency cases nationally.3 

• In 2017, there were approximately 56,000 
juvenile arrests in California, resulting in 
approximately:

 » 5,500 referrals to diversion programs;

 » 5,000 youth placed on informal or 
nonwardship probation;

 » 12,500 youth returned home on 
probation; and

 » 11,000 youth sent to secure or non-
secure facilities.4 

Extracurriculars Help  
Mitigate Trauma
Many young people in foster care and juvenile 
justice have experienced considerable challeng-
es that place them at risk for negative outcomes 
in adulthood, including high rates of trauma. 
When a child experiences traumatic stress, the 
body’s stress response system is activated, pro-
ducing physiological changes in the body and 
the brain.5 Prolonged traumatic stress can lead to 
negative effects on children’s emotional, behav-
ioral, and social functioning.6 

Fortunately, extracurricular participation can 
help young people recover from trauma. When 
a child’s stress response systems are activated 
within an environment of supportive relationships 

with adults, the physiological effects of trauma 
are mitigated.7 In fact, when a child is exposed 
to developmentally healthy experiences, the 
brain can actually “rewire” itself to counteract the 
damage caused by traumatic experiences and to 
develop resilience – the ability to confront, adapt 
to, and overcome challenging circumstances.8 
Participation in extracurricular activities, in which 
a young person is surrounded by supportive 
adults, can provide the necessary healthy envi-
ronment for this rewiring to take place.

Extracurricular participation can also promote 
healthy adolescent brain development. During 
adolescence, the teenage brain begins to de-
velop the ability to think long-term, delaying 
gratification and avoiding acting on emotional 
impulse.9 However, young people need safe and 
supportive environments in which to practice 
this developmental task. Extracurriculars provide 
young people with the safe and stimulating envi-
ronments they need, giving them the opportunity 
to develop, explore, rise to high expectations, 
build external caring relationships, and seek op-
portunities to participate and contribute.10 

Extracurriculars Reduce  
Risky Behavior and Improve 
School Performance
Young people in the foster care and juvenile 
justice systems – particularly youth who age out 
of those systems – face troubling long-term out-
comes. Without intervention, these youth are less 
likely to graduate from college or be gainfully 
employed and are more likely to be involved in 
the adult criminal justice system and to experi-
ence violence and poverty than their peers.11 

These outcomes are particularly devastating for 
youth of color, who also face systemic racism and 
its consequences, including the criminalization 
of typical adolescent risk-taking, as they navigate 
the transition to adulthood. Research demon-
strates that “the experience of racial discrimina-
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tion interferes with an adolescent’s development” 
and that youth of color experience “disparately 
negative outcomes when compared with their 
white peers in foster care.” 12 Ultimately, “the dis-
parate treatment of African-American and Latino 
youth is…a matter of disparate opportunities to 
grow, develop, and successfully transition into 
adulthood.”13 

Extracurricular participation can ameliorate these 
negative outcomes for all youth by building pro-
tective factors that allow for improved academic 
outcomes and reduced risky behavior, providing 
young people with a smoother path to higher 
education and career success. 

Participation in extracurricular activities help 
youth build self-efficacy, or belief in one’s ability 
to success or accomplish tasks.14 For young peo-
ple, high self-efficacy is associated with optimism, 
achievement, goal orientation, self-regulated 

learning, and academic help-seeking.15 Participa-
tion in extracurricular activities also helps young 
people cultivate soft skills, such as the ability to 
work with others, leadership, grit, self-discipline, 
ambition, curiosity, and endurance.16 

Perhaps as a result, young people who partic-
ipate in after-school activities show strong im-
provement on academic measures and develop 
new skills and talents.17 Even after controlling 
for socioeconomic factors and cognitive ability, 
extracurricular participation is linked with higher 
grades and graduation rates.18 After-school pro-
grams can have a positive effect on the achieve-
ment of academically at-risk students, with one 
2006 meta-analysis showing students improving 
in reading, math, or both.19 Similarly, in a 2005 
study of a Boys & Girls Club Education Enhance-
ment Project, student participants had higher 
grade averages and scores in reading, spelling, 
history, science, and social studies than a control 
group.20

Moreover, numerous studies and program eval-
uations demonstrate that extracurriculars reduce 
the likelihood that youth will engage in risky 
behavior such as drug use, delinquency, and 
sexual activity.21 For example, a national evalu-
ation of 4-H found that youth participants were 
more likely to postpone having sex, contribute 
to their communities, and be civically active, and 
less likely to use drugs, alcohol, or cigarettes.22 
Similarly, participants in the Teen Outreach 
Program, a service-learning program, had signifi-
cantly less risk of pregnancy, school suspension, 
and course failure; the more volunteer hours 
participants worked, the lower the risk of course 
failure.23 Extracurricular activities can also reduce 
youth involvement in criminal activity by keeping 
them busy and safe during the after school hours, 
which is the peak time for behaviors that may 
result in juvenile offenses.24 

These positive effects of extracurricular participa-
tion can help ensure youth in the foster care and 
juvenile justice systems have positive experiences 
and outcomes. Where young people are more 

PamelaJoeMcFarlane, Getty
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engaged and successful in school, they are more 
likely to see themselves as “college material,” 
increasing the likelihood that they will aim for 
post-secondary education. Extracurricular partic-
ipation can smooth the path to higher education 
for young people, who may be able to obtain 
scholarships based on their skills and talents. And 
interests developed through extracurriculars can 
guide youth to a course of study or to a fulfilling 
career. For example, a young person who has 
enjoyed cooking classes may decide to become 
a chef; a young person who participated in a 
robotics club might choose to study mechanical 
engineering.

Extracurriculars Help Young 
People Build Connections
For healthy development, young people need 
to be embedded in networks of families, friends, 
and communities that provide guidance, support, 
and help when they face crises inevitable to the 
transition to adulthood.25 Unfortunately, the foster 
care and juvenile justice systems often disconnect 
youth from essential supportive networks.26 

Participating in extracurricular activities helps 
youth fill that gap by providing them the oppor-
tunity to develop social capital: the resources and 
relationships that allow youth to build support 
and success. Extracurriculars help build connec-
tions to supportive adults who can become men-
tors and role models, such as soccer coaches and 
bandleaders.27 Mentors and adult role models, in 
turn, provide support, connections, and resources 
to young people, both directly and through their 
networks. Connections built with staff and other 
parents through extracurriculars can lead to per-
manency, as adults who develop a relationship 
with a young person in a positive context may be 
willing to become a placement or permanency 
option. Youth also have the opportunity to con-
nect and develop supportive, healthy relation-
ships with peers who share their interests.

Extracurriculars and the 
Transition to Adulthood  

Despite efforts to increase support for foster 
youth during the transition to adulthood, 
recent data demonstrates that youth continue 
to face challenges during this critical period.28 
In particular, older foster youth experience 
significant placement instability, with about 
half of youth over sixteen experiencing three 
or more placements.29 This lack of stability can 
impact permanency: in 2016, more than half 
of youth 16 or older aged out of care, rather 
than being reunified or connected with a family 
through adoption or guardianship.30 And young 
adults transitioning out of foster care continue 
to experience lower rates of high school 
graduation and employment than their peers.31 

Extracurricular activities can help meet the 
needs of young people as they transition to 
adulthood by helping youth build permanent 
connections with supportive adults, develop 
skills, and heal from trauma. Extracurricular 
participation is a critical component of  
the transition to adulthood for teens and  
young adults.

Benefits to Youth Also Benefit 
Caregivers and Systems
Clearly, extracurricular participation provides 
significant benefits to young people. But caregiv-
ers and families also benefit when young people 
participate in extracurricular activities. Young 
people who participate in extracurricular activities 
are likely to be healthier, happier, and have more 
connections to community, which can have a pos-
itive impact on relationships between youth and 
caregivers. Extracurriculars provide children and 
youth with something positive to do during the 
after-school hours and long holiday and summer 
breaks, providing some childcare for caregivers. 
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Caregivers gain additional adults they can turn to 
for parenting advice and support in dealing with 
challenging situations or behaviors. And extracur-
ricular participation provides caregivers and fam-
ilies – including birth families – with additional op-
portunities to forge a strong bond. For example, 
when a caregiver and a birth parent both attend 
a youth’s soccer game, the youth is able to feel 
both parents’ support for them. In addition, the 
caregiver and birth parent learn about the youth’s 
strengths and interests and build a relationship in 
a relatively low-pressure, natural environment.

Similarly, participation in extracurriculars benefits 
child welfare and juvenile justice systems. When 
youth are healthy and happy, and caregivers feel 
a strong connection to youth, placement stability 
can improve. Extracurricular activities can offer 
important outlets to support youth in coping with 
loss, grief, anger, and difficult situations – outlets 
that may be far more effective than psychothera-

py and other “traditional” mental health interven-
tions. Moreover, a decrease in risky behavior and 
increase in positive behavior can lead to reduced 
involvement with the juvenile justice system, or 
improved chances of successful probation com-
pletion and reduction of recidivism.

Participation in extracurricular programming can 
also help juvenile justice systems better serve 
youth. In addition to the benefits described 
above, giving youth access to programming while 
in secure confinement provides youth something 
positive to look forward to, which can in turn im-
prove behavior. When detention staff participate 
in activities with youth, relationships between staff 
and youth improve, enhancing the environment 
in and operation of the facility. And programming 
in detention facilities can be designed to connect 
youth to community-based pro-social programs 
that they will support them when they return to 
the community.

Part 2 

The Law Governing 
Extracurricular Involvement
Both federal and California law require that the 
child welfare system take steps to ensure that fos-
ter youth, including probation-supervised foster 
youth, have access to normal childhood expe-
riences, including access to age- and develop-
mentally appropriate activities. By contrast, legal 
requirements or supports for extracurricular par-
ticipation for youth involved in the juvenile justice 
system are scarce. Ensuring that appropriate legal 
requirements are both enacted and followed con-
sistently is crucial to supporting extracurricular 
participation for system-involved youth.

Legal Supports for Extracurriculars 
in the School System
In California, public education must be provided 
free of charge. 32 Because educational activities, 
including extracurricular and curricular activities, 
play a central role in children’s education and 
development, they must also be free for students 
when they are provided by the school, regardless 
of ability or willingness to pay. 33 Schools must 
provide necessary equipment for extracurricular 
activities such as musical groups, school plays, 
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and sports teams, and cannot require participa-
tion fees. Further, when schools bring students to 
events such as exhibits, fairs, theaters, or similar 
activities as part of their educational programs, 
they cannot charge the students for the admis-
sion fees, although they may charge for transpor-
tation. And schools must provide some additional 
financial protection for young people in the foster 
care system: foster youth must be able to access 
after school education and safety programs free 
of charge. 34 

Legal Supports for 
Extracurriculars for 
Foster Youth
Legal support for extracurricular participation for 
foster youth is a relatively recent phenomenon. In 
2001, California became one of the first states to 
pass laws to promote “normalcy” for foster youth 
by establishing the Foster Youth Bill of Rights, 
which enumerated twenty-one rights – including 
the right to participate in extracurricular, enrich-
ment, or social activities. 35 California also empow-
ered caregivers to make “reasonable and prudent 

parenting decisions” about the lives of children in 
their care, including extracurricular participation. 36 

In 2013, as part of the Youth Law Center’s Quality 
Parenting Initiative, Florida enacted the Quality 
Parenting for Children in Foster Care Act, which 
required that case plans for teenagers in foster 
care include a normalcy plan, gave the caregivers 
the authority to consent to a foster youth’s partic-
ipation in activities without seeking agency and 
court approval, and directed caregivers to use the 
prudent parent standard in making these deci-
sions.  Utah and Washington swiftly followed suit, 
enacting similar legislation in 2014. 38 

Following the lead of these states, Congress 
enacted the Strengthening Families Act of 2014, 
mandating that state child welfare systems adopt 
prudent parenting standards and increasing 
federal independent living program funding to 
provide ongoing opportunities for foster youth to 
participate in age- and developmentally appro-
priate extracurricular, enrichment, cultural, and 
social activities. 39 The range of activities covered 
is expansive, including participation in school-
based activities such as sports and field trips; so-
cializing with friends and dating, including using 

skynesher, Getty
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a cell phone; and leisure activities such as bike 
riding, going to the movies, and camping. 40 

In determining when an activity is age- or devel-
opmentally appropriate, caregivers must consid-
er typical developmental patterns, and, under 
California law, the needs and capabilities of an 
individual child. 41 In practice, considering both 
developmental patterns and individual needs 
means that, for example, it might be appropriate 
for a talented singer to join a church choir with 
adults or for an aspiring actor to perform in a 
community theater play with older youth. 

The law balances the need for caregivers to make 
reasonable parenting decisions and youths’ 
rights to participate in extracurricular activities. 
For example, a caregiver is permitted to prevent 
a foster child from attending a specific activity as 
appropriate discipline for misbehavior, but the 
frequency and scope of that discipline cannot 
result in an effective denial of the youth’s right 
to participate in extracurricular and other enrich-
ment or social activities. 42

Lack of Legal Supports for 
Extracurriculars in Juvenile 
Justice System
 In California, the delinquency system is tasked 
with providing youth in need of protective 
services with care, treatment, and guidance 
consistent with their best interest and the best 
interest of the public. 43 California law specifies 
that juvenile hall “shall be a safe and supportive 
homelike environment.” 44 Beyond these basic 
requirements, legal guarantees that youth in the 
juvenile justice system have access to extracurric-
ular activities are sparse compared to those pro-
tecting foster youth. This is unfortunate, given that 
there is growing recognition that youth in both 
these systems share very similar or identical back-
grounds, experiences and challenges (including 
moving between systems), and can benefit from 
many of the same interventions. 

Youth confined in juvenile camps, ranches, and 
detention facilities in California are entitled to 
education, recreation and exercise, social aware-
ness programs, religious programs, and work 
programs. 45 Recent additions to the regulations 
governing California’s juvenile detention facilities 
require juvenile facilities to provide at least one 
hour of programming daily, with an emphasis 
on trauma-informed, linguistically and culturally 
relevant programming that is based on the indi-
vidual needs of youth. 46 Additionally, courts have 
found that the Constitution requires “[m]inimally 
adequate program services” that teach youth the 
basic principles that are essential to correcting 
their conduct. 47 In practice, juvenile facilities vary 
dramatically in the programming they provide to 
youth. While some facilities have on-site Boys & 
Girls Clubs or bring in outside providers to teach 
enrichment programs like yoga, creative writing, 
or music, others offer little beyond the minimal 
requirements. 

For youth under probation supervision in the 
community, there is no legal requirement to 
provide access to extracurricular programming. 
However, California requires that local probation 
departments provide youth on probation protec-
tive services, with the goal of providing guidance 
that enables each young person to be a law-abid-
ing and productive member of his or her family 
and the community. 48

Young people involved in the juvenile justice 
system identify greater support for extracurricu-
lar experiences as a crucial need. In a survey of 
youth who had been confined in juvenile facilities 
in California, one of the most common sugges-
tions to improve facilities was more programs, in-
cluding those that address addiction, restorative 
justice, and job readiness. Youth further request-
ed programs focused on the arts and self-expres-
sion, sports, mentoring, and culturally-relevant 
programming. 49
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Despite the myriad documented benefits of 
youth participation in extracurricular activities – to 
youth, families and systems – and the legal re-
quirements governing normalcy for foster youth, 
including probation-supervised foster youth, ex-
tracurriculars are markedly missing from systems 
practices and policies. Whether due to a lack of 
knowledge about the importance of extracur-
ricular participation for healthy development or 
to a failure to incorporate that knowledge into 
practice, child welfare and juvenile justice sys-
tems regularly (1) fail to address common barriers 
to extracurricular participation, (2) inadvertently 
create barriers by failing to incorporate extracur-
riculars into case planning, and even (3) explicitly 
erect barriers to participation. Fortunately, some 

innovative programs are beginning to address 
these barriers.

Failure to Address Common 
Barriers to Extracurricular 
Participation
Participation in extracurricular activities requires 
an investment of resources and time. It also 
requires knowledge of the existence of extracur-
ricular opportunities and how to access them. 
Although the difficulties presented by these bar-
riers may be exacerbated by system involvement, 
the barriers themselves are not obscure and the 
solutions are not complicated. Thousands of fam-

Part 3 

OBSTACLES TO YOUTH PARTICIPATION  
IN EXTRACURRICULARS

Andrew Itaga, Unsplash



TH
E 

EX
TR

AC
U

RR
IC

U
LA

RS
 G

AP

16

ilies navigate these challenges every day to enroll 
their children in dance, debate, basketball, men-
toring, art, and summer camps. Nevertheless, the 
child welfare and juvenile justice systems have 
often failed to help youth and families surmount 
these barriers.

Extracurricular activities can entail a significant 
outlay of funds for families. Participation in a single 
extracurricular activity can cost parents as much as 
$600; for a family with two kids participating in two 
activities a year, costs can reach $2,400.50 Despite 
the importance of extracurricular participation, 
the foster care payment rate does not account 
for the cost of extracurriculars.51 Nor is there any 
statewide program providing financial support for 
extracurriculars for youth in the child welfare or 
juvenile justice systems. Although some California 
counties provide funding of approximately $250 
to $400 per year for foster youth to enroll in extra-
curricular activities, this funding is often insufficient 
to fully fund youth participation and does not 
extend to youth in the juvenile justice system who 
are not in foster care. Even where additional fund-
ing is available, the process for receiving it can be 
cumbersome, in some cases requiring multiple 
levels of agency approval and often prohibiting 
reimbursement for expenses already incurred.

Transportation to and from extracurricular activ-
ities can be a barrier, especially in rural counties 
where distances can be long and public transit 
scarce. Families with multiple children may find 
it especially difficult to get their children to and 
from activities. Although this is a widespread 
problem, California counties have largely failed to 
implement systems-level solutions, such as coor-
dinating a carpool or ride-swap list or providing 
additional funding to cover fuel costs.

Even where extracurricular activities are available 
and accessible, youth will not be able to partic-
ipate if they or their families do not know about 
them and are not provided information about 
the positive impacts they can have. Child welfare 
agencies across California acknowledge that they 
struggle with effective communication among 

caregivers, case managers, and community orga-
nizations regarding extracurricular opportunities 
and resources. Some counties simply rely on 
caregivers to find the information on their own, 
while others rely on the knowledge and commu-
nication skills of individual caseworkers. There is 
little training about extracurriculars as an inter-
vention or guidance on how to identify the types 
of activities that might be helpful and interesting 
to youth. In the absence of systems for sharing 
such information, some youth will fall through the 
cracks, their needs going unmet.

Even where caregivers are aware of extracur-
ricular opportunities, failure to effectively share 
important information about the child or youth 
can impede participation. For example, a caregiv-
er may need information about a child’s medical 
history or insurance or a copy of the child’s birth 
certificate in order to sign that child up for the 
soccer team. If an agency does not make such 
information available to caregivers or creates 
cumbersome processes for obtaining it, it can 
delay or even prevent a child from participating 
in extracurricular activities.

Child welfare and juvenile justice systems need 
to be proactive about addressing these com-
mon barriers to extracurricular activities. Funding 
streams for extracurricular participation should be 
developed for youth in both systems, and funding 
should be readily accessible with minimal bureau-
cratic requirements. Agencies should explore cre-
ative funding possibilities to support extracurricu-
lar participation. Where transportation is an issue, 
agencies should develop solutions that respond 
to local needs and conditions. Agencies should 
work to develop partnerships with local com-
munity organizations to provide free or low-cost 
access to activities for youth. Information about 
these opportunities should be shared with youth 
and caregivers frequently, using multiple media. 
Youth’s preferences and interests should be con-
sulted in designing and promoting extracurricular 
programming. Ultimately, agencies must be alert 
to recurring barriers and proactive in tailoring both 
individual and systems-level responses. 
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Inspire Program, Santa Barbara, 
CA: Providing Caregivers with 
Resources and Information
Santa Barbara’s Inspire Program, launched in 
2017 as part of the county’s Quality Parenting 
Initiative efforts, has developed a network of 60 
local business partners that provide discounts to 
resource families and to youth participating in 
extended foster care. The Inspire Program also 
encourages businesses to provide job training 
opportunities or entry-level jobs at locations such 
as Avis Budget Car Rental to youth in extended 
foster care.

The participating businesses cover a wide geo-
graphic area within the county. Recruitment of In-
spire partners has focused on identifying services 

that will meet the daily needs of resource families 
and transition-aged youth, including extracur-
riculars. Among the first Inspire partners were 
local YMCAs, which helped local foster youth 
enroll in summer programs, often without charge. 
Other early partners included restaurants that 
provide discounted family meals or date nights 
for resource parents, and an auto mechanic shop 
that provides discounts and deals on a variety of 
services. 

The program thrives because of staff champions 
who drive communications with caregivers and 
partner businesses and agencies. Coordinator 
Gustavo Prado, a program leader, points out 
that in child welfare the work often involves a 
crisis. For example, when a child is placed with a 
relative caregiver, a family faces many stressors, 
which may be compounded by the unplanned 

William Stitt, Unsplash
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financial costs associated with welcoming a new 
child into the family. Business and community 
partners can help ease these financial strains  
and support the family and child through  
discounts and subsidies for services such as  
extracurriculars. 

 Inspire does not rely only on caseworkers to 
maintain the program and disseminate informa-
tion. Santa Barbara also has a dedicated recruiter, 
Matt Pennon. Pennon is a resource parent whose 
role is to keep resource parents, workers, and 
program partners engaged by sending out a 
bimonthly email with updates to the lists of par-
ticipating businesses and any new offers avail-
able. The agency’s website also maintains a list of 
participating businesses online. In addition, the 
agency supports families’ awareness of Inspire by 
having case managers distribute Inspire materials 
to families during regular contacts and sending 
out an Inspire packet along with a family’s certifi-
cate of licensing approval. 

Prado observes that workers are increasingly pro-
viding Inspire packets and information to families, 
and families are using this benefit more often. 
Although the impact of Inspire has not been for-
mally evaluated, Prado observes that Inspire has 
increased the number of youth participating in 
extracurricular activities, and families have been 

accessing discounted services. Next steps for 
Inspire include a formal evaluation of the different 
aspects of Inspire, with the goal of assessing the 
overall efficacy of the program. 

Systems Fail to Incorporate 
Extracurriculars into  
Case Planning
Child welfare and juvenile justice systems also 
inadvertently create barriers to extracurricular 
participation by failing to incorporate these activi-
ties into case planning and management. Without 
an explicit recognition of the value of extracur-
riculars and without an intentional incorporation 
of extracurriculars into decision making and case 
plans, systems will continue to make it difficult – if 
not impossible – for youth to reap the benefits of 
extracurricular participation.

Young people in the child welfare and juvenile 
justice systems often have their schedules filled 
with court dates, visits with parents and siblings, 
appointments with probation officers, and other 
services. These appointments are often sched-
uled without any consideration of the youth’s own 
schedule – and when a class trip conflicts with 
a court date, the court date often takes prece-
dence.

Failure to address extracurriculars in case plan-
ning can lead to multiple barriers and missed 
opportunities. For example, young people’s 
extracurricular interests or commitments are not 
routinely taken into account in making foster 
care placement decisions. If a case worker fails 
to consider that a child is taking art classes at a 
local community center, that worker is unlikely to 
make a special effort to find a placement near the 
center. This could make it increasingly burden-
some for the child to continue attending (espe-
cially where the agency provides no coordinated 
transportation support) or even cause the child 
to lose eligibility for the classes if she no longer 
meets residency requirements. Placement work-

Andrew Tummons, Unsplash



19

YO
U

TH
 LAW

 CEN
TER

ers often forget to reach out to adults at the com-
munity center who may have connected with the 
child and could provide a placement, permanent 
connection, and stability. When a young person 
loses the ability to participate in an extracurricular 
activity they enjoy, they not only lose the activity, 
but also the network of supportive adults and 
peers connected with that activity. Losing these 
connections can seriously compound the trauma 
and difficulty of removal and placement changes. 
And of course, where a child experiences multi-
ple placement changes, the burden of seeking 
out, joining, and becoming engaged in new activ-
ities is significant.

In addition, courts and agencies should think 
creatively about how to incorporate other nec-
essary activities into extracurricular participation 
so youth and families are not overwhelmed with 
demands for time and travel. For example, sterile, 
awkward visitation at an agency visitation center 
can be replaced with “parenting time” with birth 
and resource families cheering a youth on during 
their basketball game together and going out for 
ice cream or dinner afterwards. Sibling visitation 
can be incorporated into attending and sup-
porting sibling activities or having older siblings 
transport younger siblings to events or acting as 
a chaperone. 

If the therapeutic impact of extracurricular par-
ticipation is fully respected, these activities might 
replace other court or agency ordered mental 
health related activities. Skill-building activities 
with a therapeutic component, such as thera-
peutic horseback riding or art therapy, could be 
incorporated into a child’s mental health treat-
ment plan and supported with federal Early and 
Periodic Screening, Diagnosis, and Treatment 
(EPSDT) funds where such services are medically 
necessary to address a young person’s mental 
health needs. Therapists who are working with 
young people to build important skills such as 
emotional regulation can incorporate this thera-
peutic intervention into a youth’s extracurricular 
participation. For example, a therapist working 
with a young person to help him manage anger 

appropriately could accompany him to a football 
practice to provide support and targeted inter-
vention as the youth practices these skills in a 
context that is engaging to him. These targeted 
therapeutic interventions can be developed and 
implemented in partnership between mental 
health professionals and adults who are import-
ant to the youth or share lived experience with 
the youth, strengthening the youth’s connections 
with supportive adults.

For young people on probation, the failure to 
comply with court-ordered terms of probation 
can result in increasingly severe penalties, includ-
ing commitment to a detention facility. Unfortu-
nately, participation in extracurricular activities 
is not often considered when probation terms 
are set. So, for example, a young person might 
find herself barred from leaving the county – and 
therefore unable to compete in a debate tour-
nament at the high school just across the county 
line. Or a young person might have a curfew that 
requires him to be at home after 7 p.m., interfer-
ing with basketball practice that routinely runs 
until 8 o’clock. 

Youth who are placed in group care through 
either the juvenile justice or foster care systems 
face additional barriers to extracurricular partici-
pation. The structure, staffing, and transportation 
resources of group care facilities are often not 
set up to accommodate youth participation in 
extracurriculars – particularly where those extra-
curriculars occur outside of the facility. Facilities 
prioritize youth participation in activities inside 
the program, limiting youth’s opportunity to 
access community resources and to interact with 
young people and adults outside of the system. 
In addition, group settings tend to offer a small 
number of activities for a large group of youth 
rather than tailoring activities to a youth’s individ-
ual desires and needs. This one size fits all ap-
proach is antithetical to the research on adoles-
cent development. As California transitions away 
from traditional group homes to very short term 
therapeutic placements, the need for community 
based interventions that are not contingent on a 
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specific placement becomes even more critical. 
Consistent participation in a spoken word group 
or track team might offer critical stability and 
continuity as a youth transitions from a resource 
family to short term residential therapeutic pro-
gram and back home. 

The solution to these issues is relatively straight-
forward: extracurricular participation must be 
included in case planning and case decision 
making. Case managers, judges, attorneys, and 
caregivers should be familiar with the extracur-
ricular activities available in their communities, 
the interests of youth in their care, and the re-
sources available for funding them. The research 
makes clear that focus on these activities is just 
as important for youth’s well-being as focus on 
educational or mental health activities. Ensuring 
that youth can participate freely in extracurricu-
lars should be a priority in decision making in all 
aspects of the case, from the imposition of pro-
bation requirements, to the scheduling of visits or 

therapy sessions, to placement changes. And in 
those instances where young people are placed 
in group care, agencies, courts, and advocates 
must ensure that the facility is able to provide 
support for individualized extracurricular partici-
pation.

Court Collaboration in 
Northwest Georgia: Prioritizing 
Extracurricular Involvement
Beginning in 2014, Georgia law required a trau-
ma assessment for every child who was adjudicat-
ed dependent. In many cases, courts would also 
require children to undergo a psychological eval-
uation. As a result of these assessments and eval-
uations, psychologists would frequently testify in 
the court about the importance of incorporating 
extracurricular and physical activities into the 
child’s life. Unfortunately, the court often would 
not hear this testimony until much later into the 

Nesa by Makers, Unsplash
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court process, impeding the court’s ability to help 
secure this important resource for children.

 Judges in the Northwest Georgia System of Care 
engaged in conversations with psychologists and 
other providers to seek a solution to this prob-
lem, and to ask that evaluations and assessments 
include recommendations for extracurricular and 
physical activities. These written recommenda-
tions are provided to the courts earlier in the pro-
cess, which helps courts incorporate the recom-
mendation into their orders. As a result, judges 
began to see the positive impacts on the children 
and young people in their courtrooms. Young 
people gained confidence from succeeding at 
something they cared about, improved their aca-
demic performance, and built relationships with 
coaches and mentors – relationships that, in some 
cases, led to permanency.

The above example is one of many positive 
outcomes of the collaborative efforts of stake-
holders and the effective use of a system of care. 
Northwest Georgia has had a system of care 
with strong judicial leadership since the 2000s. 
This system of care was created with the goal of 
encouraging collaboration between stakehold-
ers, including judges, agency directors, school 
board representatives, CASAs, birth parents, 
foster parents, and local community supports, in 
an effort to improve access to services to support 
children and families. The executive committee 
has regularly held monthly meetings, and there 
are at least two regional meetings annually for all 
stakeholders. This collaborative approach allows 
stakeholders to bring their resources together 
to effectively and holistically serve children and 
families and to improve overall outcomes for chil-
dren, families, and communities.

Systems Erect Explicit Barriers to 
Extracurricular Participation
Where systems view extracurricular participation 
as a reward, rather than as critical to healthy de-
velopment, they may exclude youth from extra-

curriculars as a punishment. Given the significant 
developmental and behavioral benefits of extra-
curricular participation, this exclusion is detrimen-
tal to youth and counterproductive. This problem 
is particularly acute for young people in group 
care and in the juvenile justice system who are 
detained in secure confinement. In many facilities, 
extracurricular or enrichment activities are earned 
through good behavior or may be taken away as 
a disciplinary response. Facilities uphold a nega-
tive cycle in which a youth who is poorly behaved, 
and probably most in need of intervention, does 
not have the opportunity to participate in positive 
programming, which could help him regulate his 
behavior in the facility and in the community and 
begin the process of rehabilitation. 52

Systems may also limit youth participation in 
extracurriculars through a default preference 
for avoiding risk. Despite state and federal law 
guaranteeing foster youth the right to partici-
pate in age- and developmentally appropriate 
activities – and safeguarding caregivers’ ability to 
make reasonable parenting decisions regarding 
participation – systems sometimes impose oner-
ous requirements on families that act as barriers 
to extracurricular participation. For example, 
agencies may require high-level approval be-
fore allowing a foster youth to travel out of state 
or county for a class trip or sports tournament. 
Families may have challenges convincing a 
county agency to allow a youth to sleep in a ho-
tel supervised by coaches or teachers for these 
activities. In other instances, case managers may 
fail to support certain activities by, for example, 

When courts consider 
extracurriculars, young 
people gain confidence, 
improve academic 
performance, and build 
relationships.
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providing discretionary funding to a youth who 
wants to participate in color guard but not to 
a youth who wants to participate in a car club. 
Where case managers fail to respond to youth’s 
actual needs and interests out of a concern about 
liability or misplaced gatekeeping instinct, youth 
miss opportunities. Healthy child and adolescent 
development inherently requires allowing risk 
and increasing independence so youth have the 
experiences they will need to navigate adult life. 

Boys & Girls Club Partnerships: 
Sonoma and Sacramento County 
Probation Departments
Imagine an empty housing pod inside a juvenile 
hall – a sterile institution with white cement walls 
and steel doors. Now picture purple paint with a 
mural, carpet, some foosball tables, colorful signs 
about career paths, graduation photos. There’s a 

friendly staff member who greets you with a smile 
when you walk in and shakes your hand. This 
set-up describes the Boys & Girls Clubs inside 
Sonoma County’s Juvenile Hall, operated by the 
Probation Department.

Sonoma County Probation allows all youth in 
the facility to participate in Club programming 
twice a week. The first hour of Club is a life skills 
class, such as job readiness, in which all youth on 
the unit participate and that offers school credit. 
During the second hour at the Club, youth who 
have disciplinary restrictions go back to their unit 
while other youth have free time to play games, 
listen to music, or speak with staff. 

Once a youth is released, this partnership contin-
ues. Sonoma County’s community-based REACH 
program provides young people who have been 
released from custody with intensive case man-
agement, training workshops, and group activities 
to help them make progress in work, education, 

wingedwolf, Getty
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relationships, community, health, and creativity. In 
partnership with Juvenile Probation, REACH sup-
ports youth in successfully completing probation 
and leading crime-free lives. REACH further assists 
youth with enrolling in school and obtaining a job 
– and youth know that they can find community 
and supportive adults at the Boys & Girls Club.

In 2013, the Sacramento Probation leadership 
developed a collaboration with Boys & Girls 
Clubs. Youth confined in Sacramento’s juvenile 
hall who participate in Boys & Girls Club build 
relationships with adults who can support their 
efforts when they return to the community. One 
youth, Darius, originally joined the Boys & Girls 
Club in juvenile hall and recently began reg-
ularly attending the E.L. Hickey branch in the 
community. Darius observes that “when I get off 
track I like to come to the after-school program 
because they help remind me of what I am try-
ing to accomplish.” 

Implementing such a program requires a culture 
change for facilities, which must move from a 
control-based culture to a positive youth devel-
opment culture. Sacramento County’s experience 
demonstrates that this approach is effective. 
Realizing that disciplinary challenges were symp-
tomatic of a failure to provide enough program-
ming to keep the youth occupied, administrators 
increased programming and decreased reliance 
on room confinement. This resulted in a sharp de-
crease in the use of restraints (from about 90 per 
month in 2010 to about 6 per month in 2017) and 
a 90% decrease in workers’ compensation claims. 

Aztecas Soccer Program,  
Santa Cruz, CA
A teenage boy wearing a purple jersey rac-
es down the soccer field, chasing the ball and 
passing it to his teammate, who kicks a blaz-
ing shot past the goalie. The purple-clad team 
erupts in cheers – their coach on the sideline 
urges them to stay focused. A typical scene for a 

weekend soccer game. But this team is anything 
but typical. Their purple jerseys? A symbol that 
the team’s players are coming together despite 
their previous affiliations with the Norteño and 
Sureño gangs, which identify themselves with the 
colors red and blue. Their cheering coach? Santa 
Cruz County Probation Officer Gina Castaneda, 
who has created the innovative Aztecas Soccer 
Program to help her clients not just stay out of 
trouble, but also become community leaders.

A Probation Officer working primarily with Latino 
youth from Watsonville, California, Castaneda 
heard from many of the young men she was su-
pervising that they loved to play soccer but didn’t 
have a team to play with. Herself an avid soccer 
player, Castaneda approached Probation lead-
ership with her plan: a soccer team for gang-in-
volved youth under probation supervision that 
would provide not only soccer training, but also 
opportunities for mentorship, gang intervention, 
and academic support. Starting with no funding, 
over the first three years, Castaneda built the pro-
gram as a volunteer. Gradually, the Aztecas began 
to obtain funding from a variety of sources, includ-
ing community donations, grants, and savings to 
Probation from avoiding out-of-home placements 
or secure confinement for Aztecas players.

Ten years later, Aztecas is thriving. Accepting 
referrals from a broad array of sources, including 
Probation, local police departments, community 
organizations, and schools, Aztecas is open to 
young people on probation supervision and who 

“When I get off track, the 
after-school program 
reminds me of what I am 
trying to accomplish.” 

— Darius, Boys and Girls 
Club Participant
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are identified as being at high risk of juvenile jus-
tice involvement. At any time, ten to fifteen young 
people participate in the team. Participation is 
a serious commitment; in addition to practicing 
and playing in games four days a week, team 
members receive academic tutoring, case man-
agement, and soon, health and wellness classes 
and local college visits. In addition to Castaneda, 
who is able to dedicate about fifteen percent of 
her time to the program, Aztecas employs two 
assistant coaches, a grant writer, and a part-time 
activities coordinator who keeps attendance at 
practices, tutors team members, and advocates 
on their behalf at school.

Aztecas players not only receive services as part 
of the team, they also give back to the community 
– and in the process, develop as community lead-
ers. Every week, Aztecas team members partici-
pate in several hours of community service – from 
working in soup kitchens to volunteering at local 
schools. Not only does this give young people on 
probation the opportunity to earn some com-
munity service hours, it helps them connect with 
their peers and with the community. “Because 
they’re doing it with people they’re connected 
to,” says Castaneda, “they’re more engaged.”

The centerpiece of the Azteca’s community 
outreach is the Aztecas Youth Soccer Academy, 
a week-long soccer clinic for kids aged 7-14 

that Aztecas team members run in partnership 
with a team of college students. A week before 
the Academy, Castaneda provides an eight-day 
course for the team to teach communication, 
coaching, and soccer skills. Then, for the week 
of the Academy, the Aztecas take charge – set-
ting up the camp, teaching the campers soccer 
moves, and debriefing in the afternoons. The 
week culminates in a soccer tournament, with a 
barbeque and community resource fair for the 
campers and their parents. The Academy is an 
opportunity for Aztecas team members to act as 
leaders and mentors for kids in the community – 
many of whom are foster youth or have parents 
impacted by incarceration.

The Aztecas Soccer Program offers many bene-
fits to its team members. They are able to make 
connections with a team of supportive adults who 
view them through a strengths-based lens and 
who provide case management and crisis inter-
vention. Participation in Aztecas reduces team 
members’ gang involvement and substance use. 
As Castaneda explains, participation in Aztecas 
takes up too much time to leave room for neg-
ative activities. Castaneda has observed that 
Aztecas team members are recognized in their 
community as having chosen a path other than 
gang involvement – allowing them an easier exit 
from gang affiliation. Perhaps most important, 
however, is the way that Aztecas participation 
impacts young people’s sense of themselves. 
Aztecas members are not just “at-risk youth.” 
Instead, through participation in Aztecas, young 
people learn to see themselves as athletes, as 
leaders, as mentors, as people who give back to 
their community. 

Of course, it’s not all soccer and community ser-
vice. Castaneda ensures her team kicks back and 
has fun as well. The Aztecas have taken field trips 
to a local ropes course and to the amusement 
park. At the end of the day, Castaneda says, “they 
are just kids, and they get the chance to behave 
like kids and put down their masks.” 

Extracurriculars give 
kids “the chance to 
behave like kids and put 
down their masks.” 

— Gina Castaneda, Santa 
Cruz Probation Officer 
and Aztecas Coach
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Part 4 

Recommendations
The benefits of extracurricular activities are too 
important to let barriers, especially systems-cre-
ated barriers, stand in the way of youth participa-
tion. Fortunately, programs such as those high-
lighted above demonstrate that enabling access 
to extracurriculars is possible. Below are recom-
mendations for steps that agencies, lawmakers, 
and other stakeholders can take to ensure that 
every youth has the opportunity to participate 
and thrive in extracurricular activities.

Training and Information
 • Training on Extracurriculars: Child welfare staff, 

probation officers and counselors, caregivers, 
attorneys, judges, and other stakeholders should 
be trained on the benefits of extracurriculars, 
legal requirements for access, how to promote 
access through practices, policies and resources, 

and how best to support caregivers and youth to 
participate in extracurricular programming. 

 • Communication with Youth and Caregivers: 
Case managers, including both child welfare 
and probation staff, should be familiar with 
extracurricular opportunities for youth in their 
jurisdiction and resources available to support 
participation. These opportunities should be 
communicated to youth, caregivers, and family 
members repeatedly and in multiple formats. 
Case managers and other support networks, 
such as parents’ and youth networks, should 
disperse information online, in child and family 
team meetings, in phone and email commu-
nication, and during home visits. Agencies 
can share information on websites and social 
media. Agencies should ensure that caregivers 
have all the information about youth that might 
be necessary to enroll in extracurriculars.

 monkeybusinessimages, Getty
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Collaboration and Community 
Involvement
 • Youth Voice: Programs to improve access to 

extracurriculars should be developed in part-
nership with systems-involved youth. Decisions 
regarding the types of programming and sup-
port to be offered should be based on interests 
voiced by youth and youth advocates. 

 • Agency/Community Partnerships: Child 
welfare agencies and probation departments 
should work collaboratively with the local 
schools and service providers (such as YMCAs, 
Boys & Girls Clubs, and Recreation or Parks De-
partments) to provide free or low-cost extracur-
riculars, with accommodations that ensure that 
system-involved youth are able to participate. 
Agencies should educate partner organizations, 
including schools, about the specific needs 
of system-involved youth and how to conduct 
outreach and troubleshoot challenges.

 • Engage CASAs: Court-appointed special 
advocates should be encouraged to provide 
support for extracurricular participation, in-
cluding outreach to community organizations 
to develop partnerships, educating the court 
and legal counsel about the importance of 
participation to healthy development, brain-
storming creative ways to incorporate extra-
curriculars into other case activities, provid-
ing transportation, and working with young 
people and families to identify interests and 
relevant programming and ensure youth are 
signed up and participating.

Case Planning and Management
 • Extracurriculars in the Case Plan: Both fos-

ter care and juvenile justice systems should 
prioritize extracurriculars in case planning and 
center other activities on extracurriculars. Youth 
should identify current or desired extracurricu-
lar activities to explore. Those activities should 

be included in the case plan to ensure that case 
managers, the court, and caregivers are held 
accountable for participation. The case plan 
should include action steps and responsible 
parties to ensure that youth are able to partici-
pate in their desired activities. For probation-su-
pervised youth, extracurricular participation 
should not be a term of probation, but should 
be included in the case plan to ensure that pro-
bation terms do not interfere with participation.

 • Include Extracurricular Mentors in Case 
Planning and Child and Family Teams: Youth 
should be asked to identify and invite support-
ive adults with whom they have formed a rela-
tionship through extracurriculars to participate 
in child and family team meetings.

 • Identify and Resolve Local Barriers: Child 
welfare agencies and probation departments 
should work proactively with youth, families, 
and service providers to identify and resolve 
recurring barriers to participation. For exam-
ple, where transportation is an issue, agencies 
should coordinate vans and carpools in order 
to alleviate the transportation burden, connect-
ing foster parents who live near each other, with 
similar aged youth, or youth who attend the 
same school. 

“Systems must think in an 
entirely new way about 
extracurriculars: as 
a key intervention for 
children and youth -- not 
just an extra.’” 

— Jennifer Rodriguez, 
Executive Director, 
Youth Law Center



27

YO
U

TH
 LAW

 CEN
TER

Legal, Policy, and  
Financial Supports
 • Financial Supports: States should provide ded-

icated funding for extracurricular activities for 
foster youth and probation-supervised youth. 
This funding should be widely available with a 
streamlined application process to avoid delays 
and entry barriers. Agencies should explore 
potential funding streams as applicable, in-
cluding EPSDT or foster parent recruitment and 
retention funds, and ensure that families and 
agency staff are aware of funding possibilities 
and supported to access funding.

 • Ensure that Extracurriculars are Treated as 
Positive Interventions: Systems should ensure 
that extracurriculars are considered a critical 
developmental and behavioral intervention, not 
a reward. For example, juvenile detention and 
residential facility policies and practices should 
not bar youth from extracurricular and enrich-
ment activities as a disciplinary measure. Simi-
larly, where a youth is struggling academically, 
systems should provide additional academic 
support rather than removing youth from extra-
curricular activities.

 • Stronger Protections for Youth in the  
Juvenile Justice System: Young people un-
der probation supervision need stronger legal 

protections for extracurricular access. State 
lawmakers and agencies should require pro-
gramming in secure confinement that responds 
to young people’s interests and needs. State 
lawmakers should clarify that the supervision 
duties of probation officers include providing 
youth both in secure confinement and in the 
community with information and support to 
access extracurricular activities.

CONCLUSION
Extracurricular participation cannot be an after-
thought or optional activity for system-involved 
youth. Instead, child welfare and juvenile justice 
agencies must recognize the crucial develop-
mental, social, and educational benefits youth 
derive from extracurriculars, and ensure the 
legal protections that currently exist to pro-
tect youth participation in extracurriculars are 
upheld. When systems fail to acknowledge or 
understand the critical role of extracurriculars in 
youth development, they fail to alleviate – and 
instead may even erect – barriers to participa-
tion. Fortunately, promising practices demon-
strate that when we make these activities a 
priority, systems, families, advocates and youth 
can overcome these barriers so our youth feel 
valued and successful and have the new oppor-
tunities they deserve to heal and grow. 
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