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A lot happens to a child 
 between getting a head start 

and getting to experience 
 success in school and life.



happens at school

And the rest? 

9%

At high school graduation, a student will have spent 

just 9 percent of his or her time in school.

INTRATOR, S. & SIEGEL, D. (2014). THE QUEST FOR MASTERY. 
CAMBRIDGE, MA: HARVARD EDUCATION PRESS.



It happens in the community.

It happens at home.



It happens at Chicago Youth Centers.
 



For nearly 4,000 children and 
families each year, Chicago Youth 
Centers is not just a refuge from 
persistent violence and poverty. 
It’s a path up and out of that 
violence and poverty.

It’s a path to success.

Every day we work to build the ultimate 21st century 

learning environment, one designed to help children 

get—and stay—on track toward a productive and  

successful life.

We surround kids with the social capital they need—

safe spaces and a place to belong, family engagement, 

community resources—to manage the transitions they 

face at every stage in their academic and emotional 

development. 

Children and Families

CHICAGO YOUTH CENTERS

Communities

Stakeholders
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And we help children develop the persistence 

and transferable skills they will need to realize 

their potential in school, in work, and in life:

These are the core capacities that we call 

the Four C’s—critical thinking, communication, 

creativity, and collaboration. 

The ability to reason, solve 
problems, and make judgments 
and choices.

To speak and to listen, whether 
verbally or nonverbally.

To think creatively and understand 
that mistakes are a part of success.

To be collaborative, flexible, and 
open to other points of view.
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From staff to board members, Chicago Youth Centers 

is committed to helping children acquire these skills. 

We start early and stay with them on their path to 

success. By age 18 we aspire for each child to have the 

tools and resources necessary to make positive choices 

and realize their own unique potential.

In 2012, Chicago Youth Centers commissioned a study 

to help us understand how we could increase our impact 

and better meet the needs of our children, families, and 

communities. This research revealed that the ages between 

6 and 12 represent one of the most critical transitions in 

a child’s life. It also showed that out-of-school time 

programs that fuse children’s academic and social 

development are essential to their success.  

COMMITTED TO OUT-OF-SCHOOL 
TIME PROGRAMMING
Both in community and in partnership 
with schools, we serve nearly 900 
6- to 12-year-olds and continue to 
engage families.

COMMITTED TO EARLY 
CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
A leader in early childhood education 
for more than 40 years, we serve 
nearly 900 3- to 5-year-olds and their 
families every day and assure that 
our youngest are ready to learn and 
families are equipped to provide the 
support they need at home. 

COMMITTED TO TEEN  
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT
We serve more than 500 13- to 18-year-
olds in our centers, at our residential camp, 
and in collaboration with schools and 
other community-based organizations.
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These are the years in which children most easily learn  

to make plans and set goals, to persevere and adapt,  

to develop relationships and share prosocial values like 

personal responsibility, empathy, respect, and compassion 

for others. Teach these abilities in pre-adolescence, and  

you equip children to make better choices as young adults.

The numbers from just one of our programs show how  

even children facing enormous adversity can develop these 

traits. Of the nearly 900 children aged 6 to 12 participating 

in our neighborhood and school-based 21st Century  

Community Learning Centers, 91 percent maintained  

or improved these essential life skills; 95 percent reported 

a deeper engagement in academics; and 98 percent  

progressed to the next grade.

We have deepened our focus on 
the transformative years between 
6 and 12.
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Building a birdhouse at CYC doesn’t start with a kit; 

it starts with doing research on birds and their habitats, 

pricing materials and developing a budget, and dividing 

up responsibilities for purchasing, production, project 

management, and marketing.  

Our programs are fun, and they’re meant to be. But it’s 

fun with a purpose. From maker labs to climbing walls, 

we offer children a curriculum and activities designed 

to develop their potential and allow them to make choices 

based on their unique strengths. 

We create project-based 
learning opportunities that get 
children involved, so they can 
push the boundaries of what 
they know and can do.
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We engage families to support 
children’s critical social, emotional, 
and academic transitions.

We know that families are the matrix for children’s 

success. Parental involvement in their child’s education 

is the single greatest predictor of achievement at age 16. 

Parental support is a more powerful force for academic 

success than other family background variables, including 

social class, family size, or level of parental education. 

In fact, a recent study conducted by the Harvard Family 

Research Project found that family involvement in a 

child’s learning in and out of school matters most for 

children whose mothers have less education. 
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Our curricula for early childhood education (ages 3 to 5), 

out-of-school time (ages 6 to 12), and teen leadership 

development (ages 13 to 18) are aligned with the Partnership 

for 21st Century Skills, a coalition of policymakers, business 

leaders, and educators whose members include the National 

Education Association, PBS, Apple, and Ford. 

We measure outcomes for every program and every age 

group, so we know what is working and what isn’t. And as 

the largest member of the Illinois AfterSchool Network and a 

member of the Chicago-based Benchmarking Collaborative, 

we share and learn with our peers to strengthen 

opportunities for children everywhere.

We pay attention to research and 
best practices, and we continually 
measure and improve our outcomes.

875
kids in Early Childhood Education

895 
kids in Out-of-School Time Programming

566 
kids in Teen Leadership Development
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Throughout our neighborhood centers on the south and 

west sides of the city, within local schools, and at our 

residential camp in Dowagiac, Michigan, we provide 

enrichment programs that support children during the 

school year and throughout the summer. We sit on local 

school councils and library committees. We partner with 

churches, police and fire departments, food pantries, 

hospitals, park districts, universities, and ward offices. 

We work on neighborhood greening projects and teen 

employment programs.

Why do we do it? Because these are our children and 

our families, and these are our neighborhoods. We 

know that for children to thrive, they need the support 

of a network of common interests, values, strengths, 

and resources: they need communities that enable 

them to thrive.

Since 1956, Chicago Youth Centers 
has been a community-based, 
Chicago-centric organization. 

22



A LEGACY AND A COMMITMENT

Chicago Youth Centers began as a simple, audacious 

idea. Two Chicago businessmen, Sidney Epstein and Elliott 

Donnelley, believed that every child deserved  

a safe space to learn and grow. 

The world has changed a lot in the intervening years, but 

Chicago Youth Centers’ fundamental commitment has not. 

That commitment is to give our children the opportunity  

to experience their possibility, to realize their potential,  

and to become our future leaders in the workplace, in the 

community, and in the City of Chicago.

The business and civic leaders who support Chicago Youth 

Centers today share that commitment.

Thanks to them, and to those like them, Chicago Youth  

Centers is more than a safe haven for thousands of kids 

making their way between childhood and adulthood,  

between today and tomorrow.

Chicago Youth Centers is the

place where possibility lives.
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