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Margaret’s daughter developing self-concept in the supermarket 

A mother talking about letters and shapes with her children in the park 

PROLOGUE  

 
 
Six months ago, I began working with HFRP on a concept that we’re giving renewed attention 
to—anywhere, anytime learning (AAL). The concept is elegantly simple, and suggests that 
learners across all developmental periods, from infancy to adulthood, gain knowledge and skills in 
multiple places and across all hours of the day. 
The more that I read about this concept and the 
more interviews that I conducted with people in 
the field who are working to engage children 
and families across time and contexts, the more 
enthusiastic I became. It was an enthusiasm 
that arose from seeing theory being put into 
practice right in front of my eyes. I began to see 
children and families engaged in AAL 
experiences everywhere that I went.  

Like an anthropologist in my own town, I began 
to take pictures of the AAL activities that were 
occurring around me. In June, I captured my 18-
month-old daughter giving kisses to herself in a 
mirror that is built into the lower half of a 
checkout aisle at our supermarket. In the spirit 
of anywhere, anytime learning, I began to giggle 
with her and encourage her as she realized that 
she was actually the little girl staring back and 
receiving her kisses. 

 
 

 
In the same month, I took pictures 
of my neighbor, who had taken a 
break from a busy day at work to 
create chalk drawings in the park 
with her 1- and 3-year-olds, and 
was showing them different shapes 
and letters as they played together.  
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Children enjoying arts and crafts at a library reading program 

 
In July, I took pictures of the droves of 4- to 10-
year-olds who participated in my local elementary 
school’s summer enrichment program, and then 
joined their families and friends afterward at the 
library for snacks, crafts, and stories at the free 
summer reading program.   

These events all occurred outside of the academic 
day and prior to the start of the school year (which 
began in early September in my town). They 
happened at different times in the day—during the 
morning, afternoon, and evening. These activities 
showed me that learning can and does happen 
anytime.  

 
Margaret Caspe 
Senior Consultant 
Harvard Family Research Project 
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TIME 

Discussions about time are ever-present in the media. Time is also a hot topic at many nonprofits, 
public policy institutes, and universities. ExpandedED Schools, by TASC, for example, released a 
short video and supplementary infographic on the “6,000 Hour Learning Gap” to emphasize the 
disparity between the number of hours that children from middle- and low-income households 
spend in learning. And the New America Foundation recently released a report, Making the Hours 
Count: Exposing Disparities in Early Education by Retiring Half-Day vs. Full-Day Labels. These 
materials highlight the importance of children having sufficient opportunities and sufficient time 
for learning—with TASC’s materials indicating that learning time needs to be more equally 
distributed across children from different socioeconomic statuses, and New America 
Foundation’s report highlighting the importance of expanding access to “high-quantity” learning 
experiences for young learners.  

Families and educators, along with staff from schools and community organizations, play 
important roles in determining how to use existing time as well as how to find free time to 
support children’s interests and create pathways for learning across the day and throughout the 
year. In this commentary, we highlight what we know about what these groups are doing and can 
do to connect children to learning opportunities. We explore the time that children and families 
spend together in learning pursuits, the constraints on families’ time, and ways that institutions 
are supporting families’ time use.  

A CLOSER LOOK AT TIME IN ANYWHERE, ANYTIME LEARNING 

We know that the ways that families and other institutions support, connect, and build learning 
pathways for children’s formal and informal learning time, at home and in community settings, 
matter for children’s social-emotional and cognitive success.1,2,3,4,5,6 Our June 2014 issue of the 
FINE Newsletter began to explore these processes and marked a yearlong focus on family 
engagement in anywhere, anytime learning (AAL).  

Central to AAL is the question of how children and families actually spend their time. Elementary- 
and high school–aged children spend approximately 20 percent of their waking hours each year 
in school. The remaining 80 percent represents hours of opportunities for families and 
communities to engage children in AAL activities in nonschool settings.7,8 

Focusing first on the time that children and families spend together engaging in AAL experiences, 
we can group these activities into the following categories:9,10,11 

 Routine family activities, including household work, folding laundry, grocery shopping, general 

household conversations, and shared meals. These activities might also include the time that 

parents spend managing their children’s schedules and taking care of children’s physical and 

medical needs.  

 School-related activities, including shared reading (although this might also be done for 

leisure), working on school projects, and completing homework.  

 Digital media activities, including using computers, playing video games, and watching 

television.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8i4U-WWfho
http://www.expandedschools.org/sites/default/files/tasc_6000-hours-infographic.pdf
http://www.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/policydocs/Making_the_Hours_Count.pdf
http://www.newamerica.net/sites/newamerica.net/files/policydocs/Making_the_Hours_Count.pdf
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/family-engagement-in-anywhere-anytime-learning
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 Unstructured activities at home or in the community, including children and families engaging 

in unstructured play, such as jumping rope, pretend play, playdates, board games and cards, 

and playing in the park. These activities also include children and families learning from one 

another’s special skills, such as cooking, carpentry, and the use of digital media. 

 Organized out-of-school activities in the community, including families’ time spent enrolling 

children in and transporting them to regularly scheduled activities, such as music classes, 

sports programs, afterschool programs, and scouting. This category also includes families’ 

time encouraging children to attend activities and participating with them in these 

experiences. 

 Informal learning and recreational activities and those within religious settings, including visits 
to the library, museum, or zoo, and participation in ethnic or cultural events and faith-based 
services. 
 
 

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT FAMILIES’ USE OF TIME  

We can say a few things about the above activities and families’ use of time, in general. In 2013, 
adults living in households with children 6 years old and younger spent an average of two hours 
per day reading to, talking with, or providing physical care for children in their house. Regarding 
media use, parents and children spent, on average, about an hour each day in joint media 
engagement.12 In terms of overall time spent together, 68 percent of mothers said that they 
spent the right amount of time with their children; 50 percent of fathers said the same.13 And, 
families rated their time spent with their children to be their most meaningful use of time.14  

VARIATIONS IN FAMILIES’ USE OF TIME  

The ways that families structure their routines and engage in activities together varies widely, 
based on different factors. For example, most parents want their child to spend more time in 
organized activities.15 However, families’ desires about how time is spent in these activities are 
often complicated by their economic situation and the affordability of programs of interest; the 
amount of free time that they have to research programs, fill out applications, and transport 
children to and from programs; and their access to and the availability of social networks, 
community resources, and offered activities.16,17 Also, families organize their time around their 
beliefs about child development. For instance, some parents approach parenting by making 
concerted efforts to cultivate their child’s growth and talents, whereas other parents view their 
responsibility as one to actively provide for children but allow them to grow naturally.18 A child’s 
age also influences how his or her time is spent. As children get older, they sleep less, become 
more independent, and spend more time with nonfamilial adults and peers in settings other than 
the home.19 Other factors, including family size, the number of adults in the home, family work 
schedules, and parents’ age and education, also influence family rhythms.  

Despite time constraints, families are adaptable and resilient and often find ways to adjust time 
so that they can engage meaningfully with their children. A study conducted by the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics20 found that full-time employed mothers of children aged 0 to 4 set aside time 
for enriching activities (e.g., reading to and playing with children) during nonworkdays and on 
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workday evenings. Part-time employed mothers’ work schedules vary according to their child’s 
student status: part-time employed mothers of children ages 5 and older worked most of their 
work hours (60 percent) during school hours, suggesting that they choose to work while their 
children are in school.  

To overcome time barriers, families also utilize the resources that their places of employment 
provide. For example, working mothers from low-income homes take advantage of the structural 
features that an office space might provide (e.g., quiet settings where children can complete 
homework, and the use of computers) as well as the insights, advice, and knowledge that 
colleagues might recommend (e.g., advice on choosing teachers and on good child care or 
afterschool program options).21  

HOW EDUCATORS AND COMMUNITY GROUPS ARE SUPPORTING FAMILIES’ 

TIME USE 

According to a survey conducted by the National Center for Families Learning, 53 percent of 
parents wish that they knew how to make better use of their time with their children.22 
Librarians, pediatricians, school counselors, mentors, and others are being called on to assist 
families in this effort and are taking steps to offer them ways to address concerns related to time 
spent with their children. They are also helping families find ways to use their free time to 
participate in both unstructured and organized activities with their children. 

 

http://woodenboatfactory.org/
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To help families overcome or work around their time constraints and to facilitate families’ time 
use in informal and formal settings, institutions are offering: (1) flexible sign-up requirements and 
programming, (2) on-demand resources, (3) coordinated and aligned services from strategic 
partnerships, and (4) information about and support for learning opportunities during different 
developmental milestones. These approaches help make learning experiences more streamlined, 
meaningful, and enjoyable.    

Flexible sign-up requirements and programming: An organization’s business processes and 
activities can be adjusted to suit families’ scheduling and other needs. Programs can extend 
their hours, alter their enrollment requirements (e.g., see the text box “Revisiting Program 
Entry Requirements: Philadelphia Wooden Boat Factory”), and offer more and varied 
activities. To show greater respect for the decision-making power of families, organizations 
that offer families and children multiple program options can also adjust their procedures 
(e.g., matching procedures for mentoring programs)23 to give families more time to “shop” 
for programs and visit with staff in order to determine the best fit. 

 On-demand resources: In addition to being flexible with their enrollment requirements and 
programming, programs can also make changes in how they offer their resources. Programs 
can provide these resources on an on-demand basis, which allows busy families access to 
them when they are needed. Programs, for example, can turn print-based resources into e-
resources (see the text box “Philadelphia’s Directory of Enrichment Programs”). Programs can 
also put their resources on wheels, literally. Staff members from the ReCharge! Energizing 
After-School program in Tennessee, for example, give families access to the Nutrition Cart, a 
rolling reference library that contains an assortment of books, including cookbooks, and 
games about good nutrition. The cart can be moved around the school and placed within 
high-traffic areas where families drop off, pick up, and visit with their children.   
 

 

http://www.mmseducation.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/AFHK_Beyond_the_School_Day_After_School_FR.pdf
http://www.mmseducation.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/AFHK_Beyond_the_School_Day_After_School_FR.pdf
http://www.phillyasap.org/index.php/more/directorylisting
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As digital media tools, including smartphones, become more widespread, learning resources 
become more accessible to families. Videos, apps, downloadable resources, and other Web-
based offerings all give families access to learning tools when they want them. For example, 
Cool Culture, a nonprofit organization that we featured in our June 2014 issue of the FINE 
Newsletter, offers families access to 12 “hunt cards” that are available for free download on 
their website. Cards such as this one for the Pendant Mask at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art help guide families through an institution and help them discover cultural objects along 
the way. And Comienza en Casa (It Starts at Home), a program that is sponsored by a 
nonprofit organization that serves Mexican farmworkers in Maine, integrates iPads into a 
curriculum that provides families with research-based information and early learning 
activities to promote their preschoolers’ school readiness. 

 Coordinated and aligned services from strategic partnerships: Partnerships that are goal-
oriented, intentional, and well executed by institutions can encourage innovation, increase 
resources, and coordinate and align services. Coordinating services in this way permits 
families to use their time more efficiently by reducing the number of people they need to see 
and places they have to go.24 In the last decade, for example, school counselors have been 
called on more and more to serve as family-school-community liaisons, connecting students 
to in-school and afterschool activities and encouraging families to involve their children in 
these pursuits in order to raise children’s achievement.25 Institutional alignment is also 
forming on statewide levels, with libraries, museums, schools, and even public transportation 
systems all working together to create formal and informal learning systems. These 
partnerships are found on playgrounds that celebrate science and storytelling, in libraries 
that highlight new digital technology for patrons and schoolteachers, and in ads in train cars 
that encourage families to “build your child’s brain on the train.”   
 
 

 

 Information across developmental milestones: Institutions can also focus on particular 
developmental time points to support families during growth periods in their children’s lives. 
For example, during the transition to kindergarten (see the text box “Stretch to 

http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/learning-together-exploring-a-nonprofit-museum-preschool-family-partnership-model
http://www.coolculture.org/sites/default/files/METMuseumCH_Mask.pdf
http://www.manomaine.org/programs/mep/comienzaencasa
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/15/arts/design/extraordinary-playgrounds-in-new-york-city-boroughs.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.imls.gov/assets/1/AssetManager/GrowingYoungMinds.pdf
http://www.imls.gov/assets/1/AssetManager/GrowingYoungMinds.pdf
http://www.brainbuildinginprogress.org/ontheT
http://www.foothill.edu/fei/index.php
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Kindergarten”), families, schools, and communities can come together to align and share 
goals for children’s learning. In another example, during well-child checkups at the doctor’s 
office, pediatricians can be encouraged to talk to families about the importance of early 
literacy activities.26 As families, schools, and communities establish learning pathways early 
on and continue to do so as children grow, families save time by having messages reinforced 
by providers whom they trust and have established relationships with.  
 

CONCLUSION 

Families are working to adapt their schedules, and are relying on a variety of strategies to 
promote their children’s learning and build learning pathways that extend across the day and the 
year. In order to engage families, institutions are doing the same.  

In this issue, we profile local and state 
government agencies, an early childhood 
program, and a national nonprofit organization 
to highlight the many ways that schools, early 
childhood programs, families, and community 
organizations utilize strategies to reduce time 
constraints and create increased opportunities 
for families and children to learn together. The 
examples that we offer represent a small sample 
of the innovative approaches that institutions are 
using to engage in learning anytime that children 
and families want it to happen. We look forward 
to hearing about more strategies and seeing how 
digital media and institutional support continue 
to influence and support families’ time use.       

ABOUT HFRP 

Harvard Family Research Project (HFRP) is a leading national organization whose purpose is to 
shape 21st-century education by connecting the critical areas of student learning. Our focus is on 
anywhere, anytime learning approaches that extend from early childhood through college and 
connect families, schools, out- of-school time programs, and digital media. We build strategic 
partnerships with policymakers, practitioners, and community leaders to generate new thinking, 
stimulate innovation, and promote continuous improvement in education policy, practice, and 
evaluation. Our research and tools provide timely, relevant, and practical information for decision 
making. Addressing issues of access and equity in children’s learning and identifying meaningful, 
effective family engagement practices that reinforce success for all children are central to our 
work. 
 

 

http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/the-transition-to-afterschool-one-city-s-approach-to-connecting-young-children-and-their-families-to-learning-and-enrichment-opportunities-part-two
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/racing-to-the-top-maryland-s-promising-practices-in-family-engagement
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/racing-to-the-top-maryland-s-promising-practices-in-family-engagement
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/sharing-assessment-data-with-preschool-families-in-preparation-for-kindergarten
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/sharing-assessment-data-with-preschool-families-in-preparation-for-kindergarten
http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications/q-a-with-rebecca-parlakian-learn-anytime-with-the-let-s-play-app
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