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editor snote
How many summer memories do we share? Maybe you were as lucky as I was.

  I walked to my hometown library at least once a week, and one year the 
sidewalks on the way there were covered with 13-year cicadas, which were 
hatching out just as school was over for the year. A science lesson by itself.

  My dad took me to see a famous art exhibit, Monet’s Years at Giverny,  
which opened in the summer of 1978 at the St. Louis Art Museum.  
It made an impression! 

  A bat landed on my mom’s sweatshirt while we were hiking in the Rockies. 
The expression on both the bat’s and my mom’s faces are also still vivid 
imprints. It was my one chance to see a bat up close. 

   My family visited Mexico. In particular, I remember walking the Great Ball 
Court at Chichen-Itza and learning about Mayan and Toltec cultures.

  While camping in Vermont, I found a rock to add to my collection with a 
cool spiral on one face. Later that summer, my dad and I polished it smooth 
on a machine in his lab so I could clearly see its features.

Although your summer memories are different from mine, I suspect that most 
of you had many rich experiences, both working and playing in the summers. 
I treasured the months of summer and never would have traded them for more 
classroom instruction. Even then, I was conscious that most of my classmates did 
not go to the library weekly, did not hike in the Rockies or camp in Vermont, did 
not go the zoo or the art museum, did not visit a lab where scientists did their 
work, and never, ever dreamed of leaving the country for a vacation. 

I was very lucky. Without being conscious of it, I was learning all year long. 
Because I enjoyed reading a lot, hiking in the mountains, visiting art museums, 
and going to concerts, my learning was simply embedded in play. Because I helped 
choose my own activities in the summer with the help of well-educated, engaged 
parents, I was in the driver seat of my learning. These summer activities stood in 
stark contrast to the rest of the year to my young mind—aptly called “schoolwork” 
—which somebody else put in front of me and which required sit-down, pencil-
and-paper effort on my part.

But before I read the articles in this issue, I did not know just how lucky I was. 
If on average students lose a month of learning in summer, and some lose as 
much as two, over the course of a school career, the unluckiest have spent nearly a 
quarter of their time in school retreading old ground fall after fall. What would it 
be worth to those children—and to all of us—if they could get that time back to 
learn new things, and in new and engaging ways? What coalition of partners can 
we bring together to enrich the summers of every student? A committed effort 
now, in the dead of winter, can ensure that summer learning is rooted in planning 
and forethought and no longer about luck.

Valerie Norville
valerien@nasbe.org
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director'sdesktop

Kristen Amundson
Executive Director

“No more homework, no more books.” I 
remember singing that song as I walked 
home on the last day of the school year.  
I knew my summer would be filled with family 
vacations, regular trips to the public library, and 
enriching experiences that would keep me occu-
pied and learning until Labor Day. Even so, the 
truth was that I liked school, loved reading, and 
would have been happy if I could have stayed in 
the classroom all summer. 

My elementary school years came well before we 
knew anything about “summer slide,” the loss of 
learning that affects primarily low-income chil-
dren during the three long months of summer 
that they are not in school. And it was long 
before schools provided basic services like nutri-
tious meals to a growing percentage of school-
age children.

Today, we know that summer matters. That 
three-month break in learning hinders the 
success of our schools—and the health and well-
being of our students. Today, when half the chil-
dren in our nation live in poverty, the idealized 
summer vacation that I looked forward to is far 
from the norm. For too many children, summer 
means a loss of access to books, adult mentors, 
meals, and enrichment. And for many more, for 
whom school is still the safest place in their lives, 
an unstructured summer is not something to 
look forward to.  

Fred Brown, a former elementary school teacher 
who is now deputy executive director of Learning 
Forward, describes what happened when those 
students return to the classroom in “All Children 
Deserve Uninterrupted Learning!” Hint: It is 
not pretty. Teachers spend the beginning of each 
new school year reteaching material from the 
year before. Then they rush to cover the mate-
rial assigned for that year. And then summer 
happens again and the cycle repeats. 

That’s why this issue of the Standard focuses on 
the critical importance of extending learning time 

throughout the summer months. In “Summer 
Matters: Advocating for Summer Learning 
That Can Weather Political Seasons,” Aaron 
McQuade notes, “Summer is…critical to each 
child’s development, both mind and body. Any 
meaningful attempts to get at America’s equity 
divide and the consequent gap in opportunities 
for kids must include summer education as a key 
part of the solution.” 

State boards of education can play a key role 
in enabling summer learning for all students. 
Longtime Michigan state board member Kath-
leen Straus discusses the process her board went 
through to set standards for out-of-schooltime 
programs. Michigan has been a national leader 
in expanding the definition of “school day” and 
“school year.” 

If you are concerned about funding (and who 
isn’t), Bob Seidel’s article, “Finding Funds to 
Move Summer Learning Forward,” outlines 
several funding streams that can help support this 
work. Rhode Island’s efforts to diversify support 
for this important public responsibility, outlined 
in Adam Greenman’s article, “Rhode Island’s 
Innovative Solutions to Summer Learning 
Loss,” may also give you some ideas of how your 
state can take action on this critical priority. 

NASBE is grateful to The Wallace Founda-
tion for their support of this work. Later this 
year, the Foundation will release the results of 
a comprehensive evaluation of what works in 
summer learning. 

Schools and teachers work hard all year to ensure 
that every child gets a chance to achieve. Yet the 
evidence now shows us that if students do not 
have meaningful summer learning opportunities, 
they are likely to lose a significant amount of the 
content they have mastered. We hope this issue 
of the Standard will start a conversation in your 
state about how you can foster strong summer 
learning programs for all students. 

from the
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A
s numerous studies from 1906 on have confi rmed, 
children lose ground in learning if they lack 
opportunities for building skills over the summer.1  
Nonetheless, summer learning loss comes up but 

rarely in the national discussion of education reform.
By the end of summer, students perform on average 
one month behind where they left off in the spring.2  
Summer learning loss is most acute for low-income 
children and youth, who do not have access to the 
same formal and informal learning opportunities 
their higher income peers enjoy. While most students 
lose math skills without practice in the summer, low-
income youth also lose about two months in reading 
achievement, while their higher income peers actually 
make slight gains. 
These losses are cumulative and can lead to signifi cant 
consequences later in life. Consider that by the end of 
third grade, four out of fi ve low-income students fail 
to read profi ciently, making them four times more 
likely to drop out of high school than children who do 
read profi ciently by third grade. Other consequences 
of a summer without learning include placement in 
less rigorous high school courses, higher high school 
dropout rates, and lower college attendance.3  

There is a burden on teachers and budgets, 
too. Where students have experienced summer 
learning loss, teachers report using much of the fi rst 
two months of the fall term to reteach the previous 
year’s material.4

Accelerating 
Student Success

Summer Learning:



by   Sarah   Pitcock   
and   Bob Seidel
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on, engaging programming in 
order to foster critical skills such 
as collaboration, innovation, 
creativity, communication, and 
data analysis. 

 Strengthen and expand partner-
ships with community-based 
organizations and public agencies 
that provide summer activities 
to align and leverage existing 
resources, identify and meet 
gaps in service, improve program 
quality, and develop shared 
outcomes for summer success. 

   Improve student attendance and 
engagement by providing healthy 
food, field trips, recreation, and 
comprehensive supports.

  Provide innovative professional 
development for educators and 
ensure summer programs offer 
teachers a chance to test new 
models of teaching and gain valu-
able leadership experience. 

 Include innovative approaches 
to learning for older students, 
including proficiency-based 
learning, flexible credit recovery, 
internships, college visits, and 
other college- and career-readiness 
opportunities that provide targeted 
interventions and work force 
development skills that prepare 
students for future success. 

 Target key transition periods 
such as kindergarten, middle 
school, and high school to 
ensure students are prepared for 
success in new environments. 

  Move summers from the 
periphery to the center of school 
reform strategies through 
sustainable and stable funding, 

A  New  Vision   for  
Summer  School

Summer learning can be accelerating, 
enriching, and engaging for both 
students and teachers. Recent studies 
point to the characteristics of high-
quality summer learning programs 
that succeed in these aspects.5  A 
new vision for summer school is not 
a fantasy. Many summer learning 
programs, including those in more 
than 30 urban school districts, have 
embraced this vision. 

Based on research and field evidence, 
the National Summer Learning 
Association (NSLA) has devel-
oped nine principles of the New 
Vision for Summer School (NVSS) 
designed to provide comprehensive, 
engaging summer programming that 
transcends the remedial and punitive 
model of the past: 

  Increase the duration, inten-
sity, and scope of the traditional 
summer school model to a 
comprehensive, research-based, 
six-week, full-day model that 
makes summer an essential 
component of district school 
reform strategy.

  Expand participation from 
only those students struggling 
academically to all students in 
schoolwide Title I programs and 
consider expanded-year programs 
that include all students in 
participating schools. 

  Change the focus from narrow 
remediation and test prepara-
tion to a blended approach 
of academic learning in core 
subject areas and enrichment 
activities that provide hands-

The traditional summer break pres-

ents real challenges to the success 

of public schools, as well as to the 

general well-being of young people. 

With half of the children in the 

United States living in poverty, the 

idealized vision of summer as a time 

to explore, rest, and have fun is far 

from the norm. Far too many young 

people lose access to meals, books, 

adult mentors, meaningful enrich-

ment, and a sense of safety for three 

months of the year every year. For 

those three months, communities 

simply turn off the tap of resources 

to half of their children and families. 

No matter what schools do during 

the school year, no matter how long 

the school day or how great the after-

school programs, if students do not 

have meaningful summer learning 

opportunities, they are likely to lose a 

significant amount of what they have 

learned. Yet the best available data 

suggest that only about one-third 

of low-income youth participate in 

an organized summer activity at all, 

let alone one designed to help them 

maintain and build critical skills. 

In short, a large-scale summer break 

from learning is counterproductive 

in terms of both educational equity 

and excellence. But summer school 

conjures up few positive images. 

Often remedial in nature, traditional 

summer school is typically seen as 

punishment for poor performance 

and a less-than-ideal way to spend the 

summer. However, these images need 

not limit what schools and communi-

ties do now and in the future.
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tion agencies (SEAs). Other issues 
will likely require new legislation, 
while still others may fall into either 
or both of these categories. However, 
certain priority opportunities are 
likely to provide a platform for 
summer learning in multiple states. 

Fiscal stress at every level of 
government makes new appropria-
tions for summer learning a chal-
lenge. Much of what we propose 
here does not require additional 
funding, relying instead on using 
existing funds to support summer 
learning as a tool (among others) to 
address existing objectives.

Based on recent conversations 
with staff of the National Asso-
ciation of State Boards of Educa-
tion (NASBE) and others, NSLA 
believes the following issue areas 
deserve priority consideration for 
advancing summer learning policy 
at the state level. Two of these—
use of Title I funds and use of 21st 
Century Community Learning 
Centers funds—likely require 
primarily administrative action.

Title   I
Title I of the federal Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (currently 
known as No Child Left Behind) 
provides funds to school districts 
to support improving the academic 
achievement of the disadvantaged. 
Summer learning is often an allowable 
use in various sections of Title I, even 
if it is not explicitly recognized in the 
federal statute. State education agen-
cies have considerable influence on 
use of these funds by districts within 
their states. SEAs could clarify the 
allowability and even explicitly autho-

(with or without short-term appro-
priations), thereby increasing the 
prospects for local summer learning 
initiatives to obtain resources. 

Recent state policy initiatives on 
summer learning have taken several 
forms, sometimes reflecting the chal-
lenge of tight budgets. For example:

  In 2014, New Mexico appro-
priated $1.1 million for a new 
afterschool and summer grant 
program, and Massachusetts 
increased funding for its out-of-
school time quality grant program 
by 15 percent.

  Rhode Island appropriated 
summer-targeted funds in both 
2012 and 2013.

  Kentucky passed unfunded 
summer learning legislation in 
2012 and Texas passed legisla-
tion in 2013 creating a summer 
program with a focus on teacher 
induction, but failed to appro-
priate funds for it.

  The Massachusetts, Texas, and 
Washington legislatures have 
established commissions to make 
policy recommendations on 
expanded learning opportunities, 
including summer.

  Task forces in California and 
Rhode Island in recent years offer 
models of action steps that have 
had positive policy outcomes. 

State policy agendas will be unique 
in each state, taking into account 
political climate, existing or pending 
legislation, current regulations, and 
local district policies that impact 
summer learning. States are likely to 
address some issues administratively, 
primarily through the state educa-

long-term planning, robust 
assessment and evaluation, and 
improved infrastructure and 
data collection.

Since 2009, urban districts around 
the nation have invested over 
$200 million in summer learning 
programs that embrace these prin-
ciples. And the 31 districts that are 
part of NSLA’s NVSS Network 
exchange ideas with peers across the 
nation, share best practices, and have 
access to the latest tools, resources, 
and policy developments in summer 
learning.6 These districts meet regu-
larly to discuss development and 
implementation of evaluation and 
assessment, staffing, curriculum, 
technology, partnership building, 
and sustainability.

Summer  Learning  on  the 
State  Policy Agenda

Education leaders at the state level 
can play a key role in integrating 
summer learning into education 
policy. At the federal level, education 
reform (particularly Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act reauthori-
zation), like much else, has stalled in 
Congress, and the gridlock is likely 
to continue. In addition, the general 
orientation of Congress to be less 
prescriptive toward states suggests 
that there are more opportunities for 
new summer learning policy at the 
state and local levels, even if ESEA 
reauthorization moves forward. 

State budgets are generally tight, of 
course, but state policies, politics, and 
fiscal situations vary. There is, there-
fore, the potential for opportunities 
to move summer learning to the 
fore in state policy in various ways 



8 | The State Education Standard � January 2015

The Boston Summer Learning Project, which serves more 
than 1,700 low-income youth, has been helping students 
avoid summer learning loss since 2010.  An evaluation from 
the National Institute on Out-of-School Time in 2011 found 
students’ English language arts (ELA) skills improved by 12 
percent while their math skills improved by 17 percent. In 
2012, English language learners demonstrated particularly 
impactful academic gains—32 percent in ELA and 33 
percent in math. 

In Grand Rapids, a 2011 evaluation of the Summer Learning 
Academy (SLA) found that participants experienced 
significantly better math outcomes over the summer when 
compared with peers from similar demographics who did 
not participate in the program, with average gains equivalent 
to 6.7 weeks of school-year instruction in math. Middle 
school SLA participants benefited the most, with average 
gains equivalent to 14.1 weeks of school-year instruction 
in math. SLA is a partnership of the school district with 
foundations and community partners.

Pretest and posttest data from Duval County (Florida) 
summer programs show strong positive results in K-2 
reading, K-5 reading and math, and other categories. For 
example, the K-5 Superintendent’s Academy math test 
scores showed 70 percent of kindergarteners scoring at 
grade level at the end of the summer, compared with 29 
percent at the start of summer (see figure 1).

EXAMPLES OF 

SUCCESS

1

2

3
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grade-level by the end of third grade. 
State legislation could authorize 
and fund summer literacy programs 
for young students. State-funded 
pilot programs with strong program 
evaluation components could move 
the field forward significantly. 
Where states already have legislation 
addressing grade-level reading, state 
boards of education and SEAs may 
have leeway to use summer learning 
as a core strategy.

Teacher   induction
The quality of teaching has also been 
a major policy issue at the federal 
and state levels. Summer learning 
programs offer tremendous oppor-
tunities for teachers in training or in 
their first years of practice to learn 
by doing in conditions generally less 
pressured than during the school year 

addressing the proportion of 21st 
CCLC funds that ought to support 
high-quality summer programs and 
in determining key characteristics 
for those programs. This requires no 
additional funding.

Two other priority issues—grade-
level reading and teacher induction—
may benefit from some combination 
of legislative and administrative 
action on summer learning.

Grade-level   reading
Early learning has become an educa-
tion policy priority at the federal 
and state levels. Most states already 
have legislation in this arena, without 
necessarily identifying summer 
learning as a strategy. The national 
Campaign for Grade-Level Reading 
recognizes summer learning as a core 
strategy to help young people read at 

rize and encourage school district use 
of some of these funds for summer 
learning to close achievement gaps. 
This could have a significant impact 
in districts with concentrated poverty 
yet would require no new funding. 

21st  Century  Community 
Learning   Centers  

(21st  CCLC)
The 21st CCLC is a federal education 
program providing formula grants to 
states for afterschool and summer 
learning programs. Each state estab-
lishes specific criteria for awarding 
competitive grants to school districts 
and community-based organizations. 
Some states have established regula-
tions requiring that specific char-
acteristics of high-quality summer 
learning programs be incorporated 
into grant applications. Additional 
states could be more directive in 

Figure 1.  Students Scoring at Grade Level in Math Before and After Summer Program 
in Duval County, Florida (percent)
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Bob Seidel at bseidel@summerlearning.

org. To learn more about NSLA’s New 

Vision for Summer School Network, visit 

www.summerlearning.org/NVSS. 

For information on NSLA’s annual 

conference, visit www.summer-

learning.org/conference.
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teachers, principals, and other 
education professionals;

  Supporting STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics) initiatives, espe-
cially the role that summer 
programs can play in providing 
time and space to have scien-
tists, engineers, accountants, and 
others work with youth in class-
rooms and laboratories, as well as 
through internships and summer 
job opportunities for older youth; 

  Using summer to facilitate smooth 
student transitions into kinder-
garten, middle school, high school, 
and postsecondary education;

  Creating commissions to make 
recommendations for state policy 
on summer learning (or expanded 
learning opportunities more 
generally); and

  Integration of summer learning 
into policies aimed at improving 
on-time high school graduation 
rates and postsecondary student 
success.

Summer learning loss presents a 
signifi cant challenge to educators’ 
and policymakers’ efforts to ensure 
equity and excellence in public educa-
tion. There are, however, numerous 
opportunities for constructive poli-
cymaking to make summer an asset 
rather than a liability, even within 
the context of an education board’s 
strategic plan and current state and 
local initiatives. 

Sarah Pitcock is chief executive offi cer at 
the National Summer Learning Asso-
ciation (NSLA). Bob Seidel is senior 
director, strategic initiatives and policy, 
at NSLA. For more information, contact 

because of better teacher-student 
ratios and other factors. Summer 
programs can incorporate intensive 
mentoring by experienced teachers 
as well as regular—even daily—
debriefi ng and refl ection activities. 
School districts should take advan-
tage of summer not only to combat 
summer learning loss, but simulta-
neously provide professional devel-
opment. States could support such 
efforts by targeting some existing 
or new teaching quality funds to 
summer programming. 

In addition to these four priorities, 
other important areas for state policy 
development may include:

  Summer as an opportunity 
for experienced teachers to 
develop innovative approaches 
to addressing the Common Core 
State Standards;

  Supporting effective student data 
sharing among schools and out-
of-school time programs;

  Collection of data on invest-
ment in and outcomes of summer 
learning—both traditional 
remedial programs and innovative 
programs refl ecting New Vision 
for Summer School principles—
to ensure that investment follows 
high-quality programs;

  Developing or strengthening 
incentives for school-community 
partnerships that can facilitate 
summer learning;

  Using summer learning to 
develop and pilot digital learning 
methods and digital student port-
folio strategies, e.g., badging;

  Enhancing professional develop-
ment for—and innovation by—
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Summer learning programs have emerged as a promising 
way to address the achievement gap between children of 

the poorest families and those of the most affluent. Research 
shows that during summer, low-income students suffer dispro-

portionate learning loss, particularly in reading, contributing to 
the achievement gap between low- and higher-income chil-
dren.  The research also shows that high-quality summer 

programs can benefit struggling students of all class back-
grounds by providing additional time to learn material 

they did not master during the school year. While many 
school districts offer mandatory summer programs 

to students who are at risk of repeating a grade, 
fewer districts offer summer learning programs to 
a broader population of students to stem summer 

learning loss and boost the academic perfor-
mance of participating children.

By Catherine H. Augustine and 
Jennifer Sloan McCombs
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The Wallace Foundation is funding 
a multiyear demonstration project 
to determine whether voluntary, 
district summer learning programs 
can stem summer learning loss for 
low-income students. Six districts—
Boston, Cincinnati, Dallas, Duval 
County (Florida), Pittsburgh, and 
Rochester, New York—were selected 
for the demonstration project and 
committed themselves to offering 
such programs to large numbers of 
at-risk elementary students. These 
programs are all voluntary; offer 
reading, mathematics, and enrich-
ment activities such as arts, sports, 
and science exploration; operate for 
a full day; provide transportation to 
students; are free of charge; and share 
a goal of maintaining or improving 
student achievement. They served 
students rising from third into fourth 
grade, and most served other grade 
levels as well. 

To gather information for evalua-
tions of the six districts for the years 
2011, 2012, and 2013, we inter-
viewed district leaders and summer 
site leaders and teachers; surveyed 
teachers, parents, and students; 
observed program training, instruc-
tion, and logistics; engaged profes-
sors of elementary education reading 
and mathematics to review the curri-
cula; gathered program cost data; and 
analyzed district data on attendance. 

Although the demonstration project 
is not complete, key lessons can be 
drawn in six broad areas: 

  planning
  curriculum
  teacher selection and training
  enrichment activities
  academic time on task
  program cost and funding

PLANNING

Launching a summer program 
is akin to launching a new, albeit 
more limited, school year, only with 
less time for planning and execu-
tion. A management structure has 
to be established, including district 
program responsibilities and over-
sight and site-level leadership and 
staffing; hiring and training summer 
teachers and administrators; devel-
oping or choosing a summer curric-
ulum; selecting enrichment activities 
suitable for the program; recruiting 
summer students and creating ways 
to promote consistent attendance; 
and managing many other details, 
such as transportation, meals, and 
supplies. These tasks require months 
of planning, all while the school year 
is in full swing. However, districts 
that managed the planning process 
well had fewer logistical problems and 
more instructional time for students.

Program leaders who decided on 
a summer program by December 
and began planning in January ran a 
smoother program with less disrup-
tion to academic instruction during 
the summer.1 When site leaders 
were hired in late winter, they were 
able to participate in district-level 
planning and to conduct their own 
site-level planning. Planning both 
at the district and the summer site 
level resulted in a smoother start-up 
to the program and fewer logistical 
challenges. When teachers were 
selected in the early spring, they 
were in place to participate in all 
trainings leading up to the summer 
programs. When curriculum selec-
tion and pacing guide development 
began in the winter, teachers had 
these materials with them during 

training on the summer curriculum. 
When enrichment providers were 
identified in early spring, district 
boards could approve their contracts 
with sufficient time to pay them for 
advanced planning, staff hiring, and 
material purchases. 

CURRICULUM 
In any education setting, teachers’ 
instruction of the curriculum has 
the greatest influence on student 
learning.2  In the context of summer 
learning programs, the quality of 
the curriculum and its instruction 
are critical to achieving improved 
student performance. There are 
several reasons why selecting a curric-
ulum for the summer is challenging, 
including the limited number of 
summer-specific commercial curri-
cula currently available. Involving 
district curriculum experts is critical 
to ensuring alignment to school-year 
curriculum and goals.

In most of the districts studied, 
there was one centrally purchased 
or developed curriculum that all 
teachers across the district followed  
in the summer. This approach bene-
fited both teachers and students. 
Teachers found lesson plans clear 
and easy to follow, and all students 
throughout the program were 
exposed to the same amount of 
instruction, targeted toward the same 
knowledge and skill development.

The districts with the strongest curri-
cula selected commercial programs. 
In most of these districts, staff 
augmented the purchased curriculum 
with district-developed lessons and 
activities. In one of these districts, 
for example, students worked on 
a district-developed mathematics 
“problem of the week” that called on 
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students to use the skills they had 
been taught that week.

Although it is not necessarily the case 
that commercially available curricula 
are preferable to programs devel-
oped by a district, curriculum devel-
opment is time-intensive and best 
done by curricular experts. In our 
observations, curriculum planning 
added another layer of responsibility 
that was diffi cult for program staff 
to manage. In some districts with 
homegrown curricula, we observed 
classes in which a majority of the 
class time was devoted to activi-
ties that bore little relevance to the 
subject of the class. For example, 
students in a writing block were 
expected to create greeting cards, 
decorate an author’s chair, brain-
storm interview questions (that were 
to be written down by the teacher), 
and create posters. In many of these 
activities, students were expected to 
write almost nothing. In one district 
using its own curriculum, lesson plans 
were photocopied for teachers to use 
just minutes before the class was to 
begin. In another district, one teacher 
ended up “working nights and week-
ends” to fi nish the curriculum and did 
so only after the scheduled teacher 
training on the curriculum. Given 
these constraints, it is not surprising 
that the commercial curricula were 
judged to be of higher quality.

Some program leaders resisted 
the idea of purchasing curriculum 
because they believed summer 
programs should be “different” and 
“more fun.” However, we did not 
fi nd that student satisfaction varied 
by district program, despite differ-
ences in the approach to curric-
ulum. For example, in a program 
with a commercial curriculum that 

described itself as very “school like,” 
84 percent of students surveyed 
thought the summer program was 
fun. In a different program with a 
homegrown curriculum and a “camp-
like” atmosphere, 86 percent of the 
surveyed students reported that the 
program was fun—a nearly identical 
response. Both programs had similar 
attendance rates. 

TEACHER SELECTION 
AND TRAINING

Research confi rms that teacher quality 
has the largest school-based impact 
on student outcomes.3 To maximize 
district investments in the summer, 
districts need to hire their best and 
most highly motivated teachers. 

Research on teacher content knowl-
edge suggests that effective teachers 
have a deep understanding of their 
material—and they know how to 
teach it.4 Summer teachers who have 
recently taught in either the sending 
or the receiving grade level are more 
likely to have deep content and 
content-specifi c pedagogical knowl-
edge for the grade of students they are 
teaching. Some districts did indeed 
assign teachers to grade levels and 
subjects that matched the teachers’ 
recent experience, avoiding, for 
instance, assigning a middle school 
physical education teacher to teach 
third grade reading. By matching 
teachers’ summer experience to their 
school-year experience, districts also 
aimed to maximize teacher knowl-
edge of grade-level standards and 
children’s developmental stages. 

Some districts adopted rigorous 
selection processes for hiring 
teachers who not only had experi-
ence with the relevant grades but 
were motivated to teach in the 

The best available 
data suggest 

that only about 
one-third of 
low-income 

youth participate 
in an organized 

summer activity at 
all, let alone one 
designed to help 

them maintain and 
build critical skills.
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confirms that lower income children 
are less likely to engage in art or 
music lessons, vacations, or visits to 
museums, zoos, and libraries than are 
their higher income peers.6  

While the districts studied 
proceeded quite differently, all the 
approaches could be effective if 
well implemented.  In two districts 
with summer programs that felt the 
most like “school” and where district 
leaders espoused firm academic goals 
above any others, programs hired 
certified teachers to provide enrich-
ment activities. Enrichment activities 
in these two districts were similar to 
what schools might offer during the 
school year—visual art, music, dance, 
drama, and physical education. One 
district leader expressed the hope 
that arts instruction, which had been 
dropped from the district’s schools 
during the normal school year, would 
help narrow the opportunity gap for 
students in the summer. 

One district issued a request for 
proposals in August, and initial 
proposals from community-
based organizations (CBOs) were 
submitted in November. Responding 
CBOs were required to develop an 
enrichment curriculum that rein-
forced academic skills, a schedule, 
learning goals, projections of the 
number of students they could 
serve, and a budget. In its attempt 
to narrow the opportunity gap, this 
district offered a variety of program-
ming across multiple grades, which 
included fencing, swimming, studio 
art, biking, science, and drama.

Not all enrichment activities need to 
be—or perhaps should be—linked 
to academic content. But if districts 
are pursuing this goal, they are more 
likely to succeed if they plan well, 

training wanting to know how many 
students they would have, what grade 
they would teach, and the room to 
which they were assigned. To ensure 
that sufficient time is spent on the 
curriculum, districts should address 
logistical questions separately. 
Teachers could be told that they will 
have all logistical information in 
hand on a certain date, or the infor-
mation could be provided to teachers 
before the curriculum training. 

Finally, giving teachers scheduled, 
paid time to set up their classrooms 
paid off in better use of instructional 
time in the first few days of summer. 
Having time to review materials, 
learn about the room setup (including 
access to technology), test passwords 
needed for computers and smart 
boards, and prepare classroom mate-
rials reportedly helped ensure that 
teachers were able to start instructing 
students on day one. Not surpris-
ingly, teachers indicated they wanted 
curricular materials provided early. 

ENRICHMENT ACTIVITIES
All districts in the study offered 
enrichment activities such as the arts, 
sports, and science exploration to 
differentiate their summer programs 
from traditional “summer school,” 
which many students and parents 
perceive as punitive rather than as 
valuable and fun. District leaders 
hoped that advertising these activi-
ties would attract more students, and 
they hoped students would want to 
attend regularly once engaged. 

In addition, district leaders expected 
to narrow the “opportunity gap” by 
providing low-income students some 
of the cultural opportunities typically 
available to more affluent students 
during the summer. Research 

summer.  These processes included 
requiring teachers to write an essay 
explaining why they wanted to 
work in the program, conducting 
interviews, soliciting recommenda-
tions from principals, and observing 
teachers in the classroom. In one 
district, summer program leaders 
considered school-year teaching 
effectiveness measures. However, 
union regulations often bind many 
districts to hire by seniority. In fact, 
the district that adopted the more 
selective policies had to negotiate 
with its local teachers union in 
order to change the hiring policy 
for summer. We recommend that 
districts seek similar exemptions. 

Some districts tried to maximize 
the number of teachers who had 
previously taught the students or 
knew them from their school. Prior 
research from a mandatory summer 
program in Chicago showed that 
students taught by their school-year 
teacher during the summer posted 
larger gains during the summer than 
other students.5 The researchers 
theorized that having knowledge of 
students’ strengths and weaknesses 
enabled teachers to more effectively 
target instruction. 

After teachers are hired, they need 
training in teaching the summer 
curriculum. In the district with 
the highest proportion of teachers 
reporting that they felt well prepared, 
training consisted of three hours on 
the English and language arts and 
three hours on mathematics. 

Unfortunately, in this district and 
others, discussions of logistics often 
crowded out training on the curric-
ulum—particularly when offered 
right before the start of the summer 
program. Teachers came to the 
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words, how programs use time is 
critical. Summer programs that  
last the same number of days can 
provide very different levels of 
average time on task depending on 
average daily attendance, the number 
of minutes assigned to academics 
each day, and how instructional time 
within academic blocks is used— 
in other words, how much is dedi-
cated to instruction.  

There was a great range in the 
academic time on task provided to an 
average student in these programs—
from an estimated 37 hours to 121 
hours. Table 1 shows how factors 
within the district’s control influence 
this variable, which is provided in the 
last row of the table. The three district 
examples are organized from highest 
time on task to lowest, with example 1 
the most academically intense in terms 
of the number of days of program-
ming and the amount of minutes per 
day dedicated to academic instruction. 
In addition, that district posted strong 
average daily attendance rates and 
was observed to use instructional time 
well—only 9 percent was spent on 
noninstructional activities. Example 
2 has more minutes of daily academic 
instruction than other districts and 
very high attendance rates, but it was 

alizing instruction and that student 
misbehavior resulted in wasted 
instructional time, compared with 
half to three-quarters of enrichment 
teachers in other districts. 

In other districts, classes were 
combined during enrichment 
periods, resulting in larger class 
sizes. But enrichment teachers and 
their assistants did not always have 
experience instructing large groups. 
The enrichment teaching force in 
districts that partnered with CBOs 
ranged from experienced profes-
sionals (e.g., studio artists) to college 
and high school students. In addi-
tion, many enrichment instructors 
did not receive behavior management 
training. In these districts, difficul-
ties with disruptive students were 
observed, and the teachers reported 
that disruptions wasted instructional 
time. One enrichment teacher said, 
“Too many kids whose behavior was 
off were pulling the energy from the 
majority who were here to learn.”

ACADEMIC TIME ON TASK
Offering a program does not guar-
antee results. Productive academic 
learning time is more predictive of 
student achievement than student 
time in the classroom.9 In other 

offer specific curricular guidance and 
additional training, and promote 
greater coordination of academic and 
enrichment staff. The best examples 
of the integration of academic content 
and enrichment observed were those 
in which academic content was 
naturally embedded in the enrich-
ment activity, such as drama (where 
students were reading and writing), 
music (where students used fractions 
to measure rhythms), and nature 
explorations (where students applied 
science concepts). 

The district in which most enrich-
ment teachers had no difficulties with 
managing classrooms (as confirmed 
in observations) hired teachers with 
experience managing classrooms of 
elementary students. This district 
also kept class sizes the same size as 
the academic classes. Smaller class 
size is considered a best practice in 
summer learning programs,7 and the 
literature reinforces this district’s 
experience that smaller class sizes 
can support more effective behavior 
management by increasing student 
engagement and decreasing disrup-
tive student behavior.8 As a result, 
only about one-quarter of enrich-
ment teachers reported that class 
size prevented them from individu-


School districts should take 
advantage of summer not only to 
combat summer learning loss,  
but simultaneously provide 
professional development.
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PROGRAM COST  
AND FUNDING

Cost is a huge concern for school 
districts deciding whether and how 
widely to offer summer program-
ming. The costs for summer 2011 
programs varied widely, consistent 
with findings from previous studies.10

They ranged from $7 to $13 per 
enrollee per hour (total cost per 
hour divided by the total number of 
students who attended the program 
for at least one day).11  

Districts relied on many sources of 
funding (figure 1). Title I funds were 
the most common funding source, 
averaging just over half of all revenues. 
Approximately 80 percent of district 
revenues came from federal or local 
school district funding sources, such 
as Title I, 21st Century Community 

ment, compared with 92 percent of 
teachers in the program with the 
greatest number of hours scheduled 
for academic instruction.

Scheduling time for academic instruc-
tion does not guarantee that the time 
will be used that way. Districts varied 
by 10 percentage points (from 81 to 
91 percent) in the average amount 
of time spent on academic instruc-
tion during the academic segments 
of the program. A few practices 
appear to be related to effective use 
of classroom time:  adopting a clear, 
effective curriculum with an expecta-
tion that teachers follow it; sched-
uling time for students to move from 
one class to another; hiring strong 
teachers; and clearly articulating that 
academic achievement is an impor-
tant goal. 

the shortest program studied—only 
16 days—which lowered the average 
academic time on task. Example 3 has 
the lowest time on task, low average 
daily attendance rates, and higher 
rates of noninstruction during the 
academic blocks. Three to four hours 
of academic instruction per day is typi-
cally recommended as a minimum.

Not surprisingly, teachers in 
programs with greater time for 
academic instruction were more 
likely to agree that the program 
could significantly improve students’ 
academic achievement. There was 
a great range across districts. In the 
district with the fewest hours sched-
uled for academic instruction, only 
42 percent of teachers reported that 
the program could make a signifi-
cant difference in student achieve-

Table 1.  Academic Time on Task for Three Districts

Factors Influencing Academic Time on Task  1 2 3

Scheduled days   30 16 23

Minutes of daily scheduled 
academic instruction*   310 240 180

Average daily attendance rate   82%  93% 66% 
   (or 25 days) (or 15 days) (or 15 days)

Percentage of scheduled instructional 
time actually spent on academics   91% 85% 83%

Average hours of academic 
instructional time per student per summer*  121 51 37* 

*Because minutes of academic instruction varied by site in many districts, we present the average minutes of daily academic 
instruction in the three districts.  We included ELA, mathematics, and science in estimates of daily academic instruction.
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shares of the balance of the summer 
school budget. 

Because school districts typically 
must follow teacher pay scales for 
summer school programs, teacher 
wages are often a predetermined 
component of the overall budget. 
However, districts can exercise influ-
ence over a number of other features 
of summer programming that have 
large cost implications. We identified 
six of these in the district data: 

  Attendance rate. Attendance 
had a profound impact on 
costs, inflating program costs 
by as much as 60 percent more 
per hour per child in districts 
with low attendance rates of 
63–68 percent. Because districts 
designed their summer programs 
to serve a set number of intended 
enrollees and hired staff accord-
ingly, the costs of the program 

Figure 2 shows the average propor-
tion of total costs by category.12 As 
anticipated, summer programs spent 
the greatest share of their funds on 
academic teachers (45 percent of total 
expenditures on average), followed by 
other school-based staff paid for by 
the summer budget, which included  
site managers, paraprofessionals, 
secretarial staff, and nonprofit 
employees who taught arts, sports, 
or other enrichment (23 percent on 
average). District-level costs paid for 
by the summer budget averaged 10 
percent of expenditures. (Although 
districts often contributed staff “in 
kind” to help carry out summer 
programs, only those staff directly 
paid from the summer program 
budget were included here since 
districts were not able to systemati-
cally account for their in-kind staff 
contributions.) Busing, materials, 
and food constituted roughly equal 

Learning Center (21CCLC) funds, 
School Improvement Grant (SIG) 
funds, or general purpose funds. 

Funding varied by program compo-
nent. To pay for academic teachers, 
districts drew on Title I, general 
funds, or IDEA-B (for special 
education). To pay for enrichment, 
districts tended to rely on 21CCLC 
funds, city funds, or federal stimulus 
funds. Bus transportation was often 
paid for by Title I dollars. The cost 
of federally subsidized meals was 
passed through the districts since 
districts were reimbursed at cost 
through the USDA. 

Among private funding sources, the 
Wallace Foundation was the largest, 
providing an average of 17 percent 
of summer school revenues. Other 
private funds, such as support from 
local foundations, amounted to only 
2 percent of total revenues. 

Figure 1.  Average Revenues by Source, Summer 2011
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in all of the grades across the 
six districts, direct observations 
of sampled rising fourth grade 
classes yielded average ratios of 
children to adults ranging from 
6.5 to 11.6. Assuming these 
ratios hold for all grades within a 
district’s summer program, costs 
per hour (as expected) are higher 
for programs with fewer students 
per adult. 

 Start-up costs. New summer 
programs often require the 
acquisition of new materials and 
the development of policies and 
procedures than older programs 
do not. 

Understanding these factors can 
help districts design programs to 
minimize costs while providing the 
greatest benefits to students. But it 
is important to recognize that cost 
efficiencies can threaten quality. 
For example, devoting fewer hours 
to academic instruction can lower 

reduced the cost per slot relative 
to spreading students over more 
sites. In other words, some of the 
fixed costs in summer program-
ming accrue at the building 
level. In larger sites, some fixed 
costs, such as the cost of a school 
building principal, are spread over 
a greater number of students.

  Duration. Among the four- to 
six-week summer programs 
across the districts, we observed 
lower costs per hour for longer 
programs, suggesting there are 
declining marginal costs from 
adding hours to the summer 
program. As is the case for several 
of these cost-related factors, these 
savings could derive from the 
division of fixed costs associated 
with the summer program over a 
greater number of hours.

  Ratios of children to adults. 
Although there were no data on 
the number of adults per enrollee 

per slot (i.e., per student served 
on a typical day) were much 
higher when attendance was low. 
Some of the voluntary summer 
programs struggled to maintain 
strong attendance. 

  Size of program. Generally 
speaking, the larger programs 
had lower costs. Based on direct 
observations of these districts’ 
summer programs, we hypoth-
esize efficiencies derived from 
spreading the fixed costs of 
running a summer program—
such as curriculum development, 
planning, professional devel-
opment, and the formation of 
partnerships with CBOs—over a 
greater number of students. 

  Number of students per summer 
site within a district. Over and 
above the size of the summer 
program itself, clustering more 
students per site (i.e., at a school 
where the program is operated) 

Figure 2.  Average Expenditures by Category, Summer 2011
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costs, but it may also reduce the 
potential for academic benefits. 
Larger class sizes (after factoring in 
attendance) can also reduce costs, 
but larger classes inhibit individual-
ized instruction. 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR  
STATE POLICYMAKERS

Although most of the guidance here 
is directed toward school district 
administrators, there are lessons here 
for state policymakers as well:

Vet curricula for summer use. Many 
states vet curricula for use during the 
school year (or even create home-
grown curricula for their districts). 
Districts often struggle to select 
appropriate curricula for summer 
programs. If states reviewed or devel-
oped and then suggested a summer 
curriculum, districts may be more 
likely to select high-quality curricula.

Ensure that districts are aware of any 
state money available for summer 
programming in the fall. Summer 
programs run more smoothly when 
planning begins in the preceding fall. 
Many districts delay planning due to 
funding uncertainties. If state money 
is available for summer programs, 
announcing this in the late summer 
or early fall will promote higher 
quality summer programs.    

Incentivize cost saving. If state 
funding is available, incentivize 
cost-saving measures by providing 
more funding to districts offering 
programs that are at least five weeks 
long, have 10 to 15 students per 
teacher, serve large proportions of 
eligible students, but also exhibit 
plans that maximize economies of 
scale while maintaining quality. 
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FINDING FUNDS TO MOVE 

SUMMER LEARNING FORWARD

Summer learning loss creates a permanent drag on the US education system. In a 
2012 survey of 500 teachers, 66 percent said it typically takes them at least three 
to four weeks to reteach the previous year’s skills at the beginning of a new school 
year. Twenty-four percent said reteaching takes them five weeks or more. But 
without adequate resources, programs cannot provide access for all the students 
who need meaningful learning opportunities over the long vacation from school. 

While summer learning is an emerging strategy for accelerating student success, 
uncertainty over how to pay for it, especially in an environment of tough budget 
choices, poses a barrier for school districts and community partners alike. But for 
those who know where to look and how to devise creative strategies to combine 
funding streams, substantial opportunity exists. 

No single funding stream is risk-free, and few are likely to provide sustained 
adequate funding. The challenge is to pull together multiple streams from federal, 
state, and local public funds, foundation grants, and cash and in-kind support from 
businesses. With the generous support of the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, 
the National Summer Learning Association (NSLA) developed Moving Summer 



FINDING FUNDS TO MOVE 

SUMMER LEARNING FORWARD

by Bob Seidel

Learning Forward: A Strategic Roadmap for Funding in Tough Times 
to provide out-of-school time programs, school districts, and other 
stakeholders strategies for obtaining and sustaining funding for 
summer programs. The roadmap highlights opportunities at the 
federal, state, and local level.

FEDERAL RESOURCES
Federal policy is becoming increasingly flexible on how school 
districts, their partners, and other program providers achieve federal 
objectives, even as it rewards programs with well-documented  
positive outcomes. While many federal funding streams do not 
specifically refer to summer, the focus on results and increased flex-
ibility offers opportunities for providers of high-quality summer 
learning programs. 

Program providers should analyze the multiple ways summer learning 
could address the broad goals outlined in federal grants. If a grant 
program does not specifically prohibit funding for summer learning, 
but summer learning fits the broader eligibility requirements and 
goals, then a summer program should be eligible. For example, if 
a competitively awarded federal grant is to be used to address areas 
that states or districts have prioritized in order to increase student 
achievement, a summer learning program addressing those priorities 
would be a match. Advocates can say with evidence-based confidence 
that providing additional time for student learning during summer 
will help improve student achievement.

This goal-based approached to seeking funding implies that, when 
visiting www.grants.gov or otherwise searching out federal funding, 
searches should be extended beyond the keyword “summer.” And 
even if an organization deems it is not eligible for a particular 
funding stream, a partner might be eligible and could collaborate 
to seek funds. 



NSLA’s funding road map details federal funding 
that can support summer learning programs from a variety 
of agencies:  

  US Department of Education

  Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA, 
also known as No Child Left Behind)—Title I, 
Part A—Education for the Disadvantaged

  ESEA—School Improvement Grants (SIGs)

  ESEA—Title II, Part A—
Improving Teacher Quality

  ESEA—21st Century Community 
Learning Centers

  ESEA—Title I, Part C—
Education of Migratory Children

 ESEA Waiver fl exibility

 Promise Neighborhoods

  US Department of Health and Human Services—
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families

  US Department of Housing and Urban Development—
Community Development Block Grant Program

  Corporation for National and Community Service—
AmeriCorps and AmeriCorps*VISTA programs

  US Department of Labor—Workforce Investment Act

  US Department of Agriculture—Summer Food 
Service Program

  National Aeronautics and Space Administration—
Summer of Innovation Initiative and others

STATE RESOURCES
Summer learning funding varies from state to state. Funds 
for summer programs may be available in a state’s primary 
education funding formula or in a special category. As with 
the federal government, it is always important to look at 
opportunities across agencies, including health, juvenile 
justice, work force development, libraries, and others.

The one federal program that explicitly funds after-school 
and summer learning is the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers (21st CCLC) program. The US Depart-
ment of Education provides funds to states on a formula 
basis, and the states in turn conduct competitive grant 
processes for school districts and community-based orga-
nizations. A growing number of states require that grant 
proposals include summer components. 

State policy to support summer learning can take different 
forms.  Below are four examples.

In California, Senate Bill 798, signed into law 
in 2010, says that in fi scal years when the 
state’s 21st Century Community Learning 
Centers appropriation exceeds the 2008–09 
level, the state must allocate 15 percent of 
the additional funding to summer learning 
programs for elementary and middle school 
students. Other “supplemental” funds can 
be used for programming on any non-school 
day, including summer. In addition to SB798, 
a small portion of California’s state funding 
for after-school programs (known as the 
After School Education and Safety, or ASES, 
Program) and part of existing 21st CCLC 
funding can be used for summer program-
ming. These funds, known as “supplemental” 
grants, can be used for programming on any 
non-school day. 

The Supplemental Academic Instruction fund 
was created in 1999 as part of the A+ Educa-
tion Plan in Florida. Since 2000, it has been 
funded through the Florida Education Finance 
Program. The funding helps districts provide 
supplemental instruction to K-12 students. 
The instruction can be provided during school 
hours or beyond the traditional school day, 
week, or year. The funds must be used to help 
students gain at least a year of knowledge for 
each year in school and to keep students from 
falling behind. Supplemental instructional 
strategies may include, but are not limited to, 
after-school instruction, extended school year, 
and intensive skills development in summer 
school. 
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LOCAL RESOURCES
Great diversity of potential resources exists at the local 
level. For a community-based program, partnership with 
the local school district can prove tremendously important, 
not only for aligning summer offerings with the school-
year curriculum and for data sharing, but also potentially 
for shared support of teaching staff and in-kind provision 
of space, transportation, and other resources. Partnerships 
with other public agencies, including the mayor’s offi ce, 
parks and recreation department, libraries, and health 
agencies may provide a wide variety of assets. 

For school districts, partnerships with other public agen-
cies as well as community-based organizations serving 
children and youth, such as Boys and Girls Clubs and the 
Y, can yield great benefi ts.

There may also be strong local education collaborative 
initiatives, such as the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading, 
that are already bringing together numerous public and 
private partners.

Finally, local private support from either foundations or 
businesses can help not only provide direct funding for 
activities but can also serve as a “match” (cash or in-kind) 

to leverage public investment. Private funds—particularly 

business donations—may underwrite program features 
not allowable using public funds. They may also support 
planning and resource development and bridge time gaps 
between public funding cycles. Businesses are often eager 
to provide in-kind support—from food for events to 
accounting services.

Faced with a challenging fi scal environment, state leaders 
committed to using summer learning to improve student 
outcomes and reduce achievement gaps need to be aware of 
all available resources so communities can maximize their 
impact and work to ensure that every child has a memo-
rable, enriching summer.

For more ideas on resources and strategies, including case 
studies of blended funding, download Moving Summer 
Learning Forward: A Strategic Roadmap for Funding in 
Tough Times from www.summerlearning.org/funding, or 
contact Bob Seidel at bseidel@summerlearning.org. 

Bob Seidel is senior director, strategic initiatives and policy, 
at the National Summer Learning Association. The original 
version of this article was published in AfterSchool Today 
magazine—The Offi cial Publication of the National After-
School Association (naaweb.org), Spring 2014. 

Minnesota has funded education programs 
to support at-risk students under the Gradu-
ation Incentives Law (GIL) since the 1960s. 
Included in this measure is funding for local 
school districts to o� er 20 percent extra 
instructional time to eligible students. Minne-
apolis Public Schools administrators recog-
nized that the GIL could support summer 
learning and won the support of local polit-
ical leaders. The district used these funds 
to expand summer learning for GIL-eligible 
students in 2009. By 2011 the Minneapolis 
summer program had a budget of approxi-
mately $6 million to support about 9,000 
preK-12 students (about 35 percent of those 
eligible). Ninety percent of the funding came 
from the GIL.

In 2012 and 2013, the Rhode Island General 
Assembly approved $250,000 in new 
funding for innovative summer learning 
partnerships as part of the Hasbro Summer 
Learning Initiative. This funding was a direct 
result of the work of Rhode Island’s Joint 
Legislative Taskforce on Summer Learning 
and Leadership of the Rhode Island After-
school Plus Alliance (RIASPA). RIASPA’s 
ability to come to the table with matching 
funding from the United Way of Rhode Island 
and Hasbro Inc. was critical (See “Rhode 
Island’s Innovative Solutions to Summer 
Learning Loss, page 24.) 
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emotional, academic, and health 
needs of children. All of these areas 
were considered as Rhode Island 
sought to build a statewide system 
for summer learning.

In 2008, Rhode Island formed a 
statewide work group that brought 
together policymakers, school super-
intendents, program providers such 
as the Boys and Girls Clubs and 
YMCAs, foundation partners, and 
representatives from state agencies, 
including the Rhode Island Depart-
ment of Education (RIDE). This 
group conducted a national scan of 
best practices in out-of-school time 
programming. Additionally, they 
brainstormed the types of policy 
changes that could support the 
growth and development of summer 
learning in Rhode Island. 

These efforts led the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation to provide 
an initial investment supporting five 
demonstration programs that met 
specific requirements based on the 
research conducted by the statewide 
work group. These included hands-
on, experiential programming with 
academics embedded into the activi-
ties, strong student engagement 
efforts, and a curriculum that was 
fun and looked different from the 
traditional school year. Most impor-
tant was a requirement that classes 
be co-created and co-delivered by a 
certified teacher and a community 
educator, bringing the best instruc-

ties, and a great deal of collaboration 
and coordination. 

Summer learning loss has been docu-
mented in the United States since 
early in the 20th century.2  These 
early studies measured differences 
in test scores at the beginning of the 
summer and at the end, and discov-
ered that students did not retain 
information during the summer. 
Studies conducted throughout the 
20th century confirmed this.3 Later 
studies also discovered evidence of 
summer learning loss in reading 
ability and reading comprehen-
sion.4 A meta-analysis of summer 
learning studies found that, on 
average, students lose up to two 
months of grade-level equivalency 
in math during the summer when 
not engaged in learning. For low-
income students, that two-month 
loss also occurs in reading.5 A longi-
tudinal study of a Baltimore, Mary-
land, summer program found that 
up to two-thirds of the achieve-
ment gap between low-income 
students and their more affluent 
peers could be attributed to unequal 
access to quality summer program-
ming.6 More recently, efforts have 
been made across the country to 
address this gap in learning during 
the summer months, especially for 
low-income children. The National 
Summer Learning Association has 
led efforts to boost the quality of 
summer programs and to encourage 
programs to meet the social, 

Rhode Island Governor 
Lincoln Chafee visited one 
of the state’s summer learning 

programs in the summer of 2013. 
Fifth graders were observing animals 
and other sea life found in local 
rivers and in Narragansett Bay, and 
they were busily documenting their 
experiences. A certified teacher and 
a community educator from Save the 
Bay, a local nonprofit, were leading 
the lesson. The governor asked one 
of the students what she was working 
on. The student, mollusk in hand, 
replied, “Excuse me, sir, I can’t talk 
to you right now because I need to 
figure out what this is.” 

High-quality summer learning 
fosters this deep engagement and is 
key for closing opportunity gaps and 
improving educational outcomes. 
Increasingly, research is demon-
strating the importance of using this 
strategy—one that expands learning 
into the summer months by creating 
an extended school year that looks 
and feels very different from the rest 
of the year.1 

Deep engagement during summer 
programs existed in Rhode Island 
before 2008, but over the last six 
years, the state developed systems 
to make programs like this one in 
Woonsocket more readily available 
to children throughout the state. 
It required a strong programming 
model, financial backing, supportive 
policies from state and local authori-

By Adam Greenman
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tions. That legislation was enacted 
in late 2009. The Joint Legislative 
Taskforce on Summer Learning was 
formed in January 2010, co-chaired 
by a member of each chamber of the 
Rhode Island General Assembly. 
Members of the task force included 
representatives from the teachers 
unions, superintendents association, 
principals association, state agen-
cies (including RIDE), the gover-
nor’s office, program providers, and 
others. Throughout the winter and 
spring of 2010, the task force heard 
testimony from national education 
experts, practitioners of summer 
programs, and other education 
stakeholders. The report, including 
nine recommendations for best prac-
tice programming and ways to fund 
programming with public dollars, 
was released on June 21, 2010, the 
first day of summer.  The report 
became a key driver for policy deci-
sions in the coming years.

The report detailed how districts 
could use existing federal funding to 
support summer learning, including 
Title I and 21st Century Commu-
nity Learning Center funding. 
As the Hasbro Summer Learning 
Initiative grew, school districts 
supplemented private funding with 

practices, including a standardized 
program length of six weeks, full-day 
programming, and the introduction 
of service learning as an additional 
curriculum component. Through this 
investment, the number of programs 
and collaborations between schools 
and community partners grew from 
the original 5 to 11, which served 
more than 1,000 children during the 
summer of 2012 alone. Evaluations 
of the program were also promising, 
demonstrating average pre-test to 
post-test student gains of close to 30 
percent. This success, and the invest-
ment from major partners, began to 
draw additional attention from the 
public sector.

Public-Private 
Partnership

From the beginning, the summer 
learning work group concluded that 
they needed to educate state legisla-
tors and other policymakers about 
the importance of summer learning 
and ways these leaders could address 
summer learning loss. Several legisla-
tive staff members on the work group 
suggested legislation to develop a 
legislative task force on summer 
learning, which would provide a 
report and detailed recommenda-

tion of the school day together 
with the best of out-of-school time.  
The selected programs implemented 
summer learning using a variety of 
curricula delivered to a variety of age 
groups. Independent evaluation of 
the programs was conducted each 
year to learn how various practices 
were implemented and how these 
could be improved in future years. 
For instance, evaluations found 
that some programs struggled with 
the move toward more hands-on 
programming and often reverted 
to more traditional methods of 
instruction. This evaluation helped 
guide the professional development 
and technical assistance used to aid 
programs and improve delivery. 

Private Investment
As the summer of 2011 came to a 
close, work group members sought 
to further develop their model of 
summer learning, which had served 
close to 1,200 students over four 
years. The group wanted to provide 
more children the same opportunity. 
But expansion would require addi-
tional investment in both program-
ming and systems to support 
the development of high-quality 
programming such as technical assis-
tance and evaluation. United Way of 
Rhode Island, one of the members of 
the work group, brought a potential 
partnership to the table. Working 
with Hasbro Inc. and a private family 
foundation, United Way announced 
the creation of the Hasbro Summer 
Learning Initiative, which included 
an investment of $400,000 in 
summer learning programming and 
infrastructure for the summer of 
2012. This new funding partnership 
also introduced several more best 

Most important was a 
requirement that classes be 

co-created and co-delivered 
by a certified teacher and a 

community educator.
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this public funding to increase the 
number of participants. The success 
of the initiative, coupled with the 
report from the legislative task 
force, led the legislature to develop 
a state grant specifically for summer 
learning. This grant increased the 
number of programs from 11 to 17 
by the summer of 2014, and the 
number of students increased by 
nearly 50 percent from 2012 to 2014. 
It also shifted the initiative from one 
that was primarily funded through 
private dollars to one that is truly a 
public-private partnership.

While there are now many exam-
ples of high-quality summer 
programming throughout Rhode 
Island, two programs exemplify the 
type of summer learning that has 
become routine across the state:  
the BLAST Program in Deering 
Middle School, in West Warwick, 
Rhode Island, and the Providence 
After School Alliance Summer 
Scholars Program.

BLAST Program
The BLAST program at Deering 
Middle School in West Warwick, 
serving middle school students in the 
city for six weeks during the summer, 
is a partnership between the West 
Warwick School Department and 

the Kent County YMCA. Part of the 
Hasbro Summer Learning Initia-
tive, the program’s curriculum is 
developed collaboratively by certified 
teachers and community educators. 
However, much of the curriculum 
is a skeleton, as student choice plays 
a major role in the programming. 
Instruction is based on hands-on 
and experiential activities, and all 
the programming links to the core 
theme of service learning. Addition-
ally, students have opportunities for 
recreation in the afternoon.

In the summer of 2012, the curric-
ulum focused on improving the town 
of West Warwick. Students selected 
a problem in their community they 
wanted to solve, and the curriculum 
was designed to help them get to a 
solution by the end of the summer 
program. Students observed that 
the playgrounds in the wealthier 
areas of town were better kept than 
the playground in the lower income 
area. Students researched playground 
safety and found a checklist from 
the National Playground Associa-
tion. They used the safety check-
list to determine areas that needed 
improvement, researched the cost of 
improving the playground, developed 
budgets to demonstrate the costs, and 
wrote letters and developed presen-

tations to make their case. Students 
presented their findings to the town 
council in September and received 
$5,000 for the improvements.

In this hands-on and experiential 
program, students led. Also, math 
was embedded in it, through the 
development of budgets, measure-
ment of playground equipment, 
and other calculations. It included  
reading and literacy, as students 
researched, wrote persuasive letters, 
developed presentations, and 
presented them in a public forum. 
The program was engaging and rele-
vant to the students, and it taught 
important academic skills, civic 
engagement, and other key skills 
such as collaboration, communica-
tion, and critical thinking.

Providence After School 
Alliance Summer 
Scholars Program

The Providence After School Alli-
ance (PASA) Summer Scholars 
Program is a collaboration between 
PASA, the Providence School 
Department, and various youth-
serving community organizations 
in Providence. The program was 
one of the original demonstration 
programs funded by the Nellie Mae 
Education Foundation and has since 
developed into the main option for 
Providence middle school students. 
The school department has allo-
cated significant resources to the 
summer program and is the primary 
funder of this work. The program 
focuses on science, technology, engi-
neering, arts, and math and provides 
students with several curricular 
options. Like the BLAST program, 
PASA’s programming is created 

Initial private investment was  
critical, as was an interest from  
the public sector in summer 
learning and its e�ect on  
education more broadly.
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locally to reach scale, Rhode Island 

has positioned itself for growth 

through strong public-private part-

nerships and through strong collabo-

rations between schools and commu-

nity educators. 

Adam Greenman is executive vice 

president for community investment, 

United Way of Rhode Island.
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be necessary. Are summer funding 
resources used for remedial programs 
that have little demonstrated effect 
on student performance? Is other 
funding available for initiatives 
taking place during the school year 
that have not been effective? School 
districts are usually resistant to 
taking risks with public tax dollars. 
However, as Rhode Island has seen, 
the risk is not that great, and the 
returns are quite promising. 

State policymakers, including state 
boards of education, can take several 
steps to promote summer learning. 
First, state boards can set policies 
and regulations mandating specific 
elements in summer programming. 
They can also offer guidance on 
effective collaborations and guidance 
on state and federal funding that can 
be used to better address summer 
learning. Finally, policymakers can 
alter funding formulas to specifically 
allocate resources so all students have 
access to quality summer program-
ming. 

Conclusion
The summer months are an ideal time 
to engage students in deep learning 
while also letting them have fun. The 
research on summer learning loss 
makes clear that too often schools 
and communities miss this opportu-
nity—and the consequences are great 
not only for individual students, but 
also for communities and the future 
work force. Since 2008, Rhode Island 
has worked to take advantage of the 
opportunity that summer provides to 
educate children, to keep them sharp 
academically, and to provide them 
with engaging new experiences. 
While there is still more work to do 

and delivered through a partnership 
between a community educator and 
a certified Providence school teacher.  
It is hands-on and experiential,  
and academics are embedded in 
those activities.

One example of Summer Scholars 
programming is the partnership with 
the Community Boating Center. 
Students learn to sail, and within 
that instruction they are also taught 
critical math and science skills. 
They use geometry to calculate their 
routes, and they learn meteorology 
and its impact on sailing. Rhode 
Island is nicknamed the Ocean State, 
yet many participants in the program 
have never experienced the state’s 
vast waterways. 

Both BLAST and Summer Scholars 
demonstrate the keys to summer 
learning success: hands-on, expe-
riential programming, youth voice 
and choice, embedded academics, 
and partnership between schools and 
community educators. Each program 
has a diverse funding plan of public 
and private sources, and each puts 
students at the center of learning.

Scaling Up: 
Recommendations for 

Policymakers
The tremendous growth in summer 
programming in Rhode Island over 
the last six years is a result of several 
factors, including a convergence of 
interests at the right time. Initial 
private investment was critical, as 
was an interest from the public sector 
in summer learning and its effect on 
education more broadly. As Rhode 
Island looks to scale this work and 
expand it to thousands more, it is 
clear that additional resources will 
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To make the most of limited resources and reach the greatest numbers of 
youth, communities must coordinate across sectors, track and share data, 
and strengthen partnerships. 

One diffi culty urban communities encounter as they seek to improve 
summer learning programs is a lack of basic data identifying where existing 
programs are and what age groups they support, as well as more complex 
measures of quality. For example, a recent survey identifi ed 229 summer 
learning programs in Baltimore City, but distinguishing them from 
summer meal programs, mapping their locations, and identifying the age 
groups each serves required a concerted effort.

High-quality summer learning programs in a given city are often only 
able to address a fraction of the need. Lack of access to program data and 
absence of stakeholder coordination compounds the problem. Working 
together to systematically increase program quality and provide more 
high-quality summer learning opportunities where families need them can 
lead to improved outcomes for youth.

More cities are beginning to coordinate strategies and resources to expand 
and improve services for young people who need them most.1   Ranging 
from collective impact initiatives that build a pipeline of services to support 
a young person cradle to career, to system-building efforts in the extended 
learning fi eld, stakeholders are joining forces to address education issues 
at scale. 

The National Summer Learning Association (NSLA) aids communities 
that want to build summer learning systems to serve families and youth and 
has provided extensive support to cities such as Baltimore, Birmingham, 
Newark, and New York City. NSLA’s Community Indicators of Effec-
tive Summer Learning Systems, developed in collaboration with commu-
nity leaders, serve as a road map to building high-quality summer learning 
systems.2 Based on systems research, best practices in afterschool and 
summer system building, and a survey of community intermediaries and 
program providers, these indicators measure progress in achieving system-
building milestones in six key areas including development of a shared 
vision, engaged leaders, data management, continuous improvement, 
sustainable resources, and effective communications.

Newark, New Jersey

These indicators have helped many communities better understand their 
summer learning needs and strengthen their offerings. With NSLA’s 
support, for example, Newark, New Jersey, leaders convened more than 
100 stakeholders, assessed the city’s summer learning landscape, identi-
fi ed gaps, and built a common vision for coordinating, expanding, and 
strengthening high-quality summer learning opportunities for more youth.

Many of Newark’s children and youth are at risk of summer learning 
loss. In 2012, a report by Advocates for Children of New Jersey found 
that about 43 percent of Newark’s children lived in poverty. More than 
80 percent of Newark’s children qualifi ed for free or reduced-price lunch 

Communities
Can Work 
Together to 
Strengthen 
Summer 
Learning 
for Youth 

By Katie Willse
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during the school year. Despite 
this need, leaders could identify 
only about 14,000 slots in summer 
programs available to youth in 2010 
and 2011, which would serve just 30 
percent of a school-age population of 
approximately 46,000 youth. 

Newark community leaders used 
NSLA’s community indicators to 
develop a summer learning action 
plan, which was presented at a forum 
and is included in the report, Invest-
ments and Opportunities in Summer 
Learning: A Community Assessment of 
Newark, New Jersey.3

Shared Vision and  
Citywide Coordination

  set short-term and long-term 
summer learning priorities for 
improving youth outcomes

  connect the Summer Learning 
Work Group’s vision to other 
related initiatives in Newark

Engaged Leadership

  develop plans to ensure summer 
learning work continues through 
significant community changes

  engage community leaders as 
summer champions

  develop a system of mutual 
accountability for summer 
learning work

Data Management System

  determine a process for effective 
data sharing across the summer 
system

  align data collection processes 
for participation, enrollment, and 
demographic information across 
summer learning opportunities

  compare outcomes related to 
summer learning loss to under-

stand the effectiveness of a variety 
of summer learning opportunities

  develop and implement an evalu-
ation plan for summer learning 
opportunities that includes both 
academic and social-emotional 
learning outcomes

Continuous Quality  
Improvement

  establish quality standards for 
summer learning opportunities

  educate key stakeholders on 
quality standards

Sustainable Resources

  develop a clear sense of the scale 
of the summer learning system in 
Newark

  identify an intermediary or lead 
organization to manage resources, 
reporting requirements, and compli-
ance for system-building work

  identify resources to support 
program grants, program capacity 
building, system coordination, 
and the activities of the summer 
learning plan

  support the expansion of the 
Summer Food Service Program 
in Newark

Marketing and  
Communications

  articulate a shared vision for 
summer learning in Newark

  leverage marketing partnerships 
to support full enrollment at all 
key providers

  articulate a call to action targeted 
to key stakeholders on what they 
can do to support summer

Newark’s leaders have embraced 
the call to action and the strategies 
included in their summer learning 
action plan. In the summer of 2014, 
Newark Public Schools launched 
a revamped summer program 
called Summer Plus that connected 
academic instruction by district 
teachers with enrichment and 
academic activities by community-
based partners in a single program 
model for 4,000 youth. 

In addition, leaders, including the 
Victoria Foundation and the United 
Way of Essex and West-Hudson, are 
spearheading efforts to build an out-
of-schooltime network that would 
coordinate funding and technical 
assistance to programs during the 
summer and the school year. With the 
collaboration of diverse community 
partners and a shared passion to offer 
a bright future for all youth, Newark 
has taken critical first steps to provide 
quality summer learning opportuni-
ties to all students who need them—
and it can serve as a model for other 
communities that want to enhance 
summer educational programs.

Katie Willse is chief program officer at the 
National Summer Learning Association.

1National Summer Learning Association, Summer 

Learning Helps Grand Rapids Youth to Succeed in 

School and Life (Baltimore: NSLA, 2013), http://c.

ymcdn.com/sites/www.summerlearning.org/

resource/resmgr/Publications/GR_Profile_Final_

lowres.pdf.

2National Summer Learning Associa-

tion, “Community Indicators of Effec-

tive Summer Learning Systems,” (Baltimore: 

NSLA, 2009), http://www.summerlearning.

org/?page=communityindicators.

3National Summer Learning Association, Invest-

ments and Opportunities in Summer Learning: 

A Community Assessment of Newark, New Jersey 

(Baltimore: NSLA, 2013), http://c.ymcdn.com/

sites/www.summerlearning.org/resource/resmgr/

Publications/Newark_Report.pdf.
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Research has shown that an idle 
summer isn’t just boring; it can 
cost a student as much as two to 
three months of educational prog-
ress.1  Yet children with access to 
camps, leagues, lessons, cultural 
events, and vacations not only don’t 
lose ground, they jump ahead by a 
month or more.2  By the late 1990s, 
researchers had begun releasing 
startling longitudinal evidence 
showing that the summer oppor-
tunity gap during the elementary 
school years can account for as 
much as two-thirds of the gap in 
educational success between low-
income children and their better-
resourced peers.3 No matter how 
diligently educators seek to reform 
school and after school, it is clear 
they could never bridge this gap 
without a change in what happens 
during the summer. 

by Aaron McQuade
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tools, processes, and infrastruc-
ture to improve quality in existing 
programs and build quality into new 
ones. Pilot communities have been 
paired with local technical assistance 
providers who have tools and strat-
egies for assessing and supporting 
quality improvement. PCY sought 
to build model summer programs as 
transferable examples for the rest of 
the field. Over the past five years, 12 
pilot communities have dramatically 
improved the quality and quantity of 
their programming, becoming exam-
ples for others. 

By intentionally building a contin-
uous quality improvement process 
into the model, these programs—
and the new ones they inspire—are 
stronger and more sustainable than 
they would be otherwise. 

On a parallel track, a communi-
cations and advocacy campaign 
was launched across the state with 
multiple partners, including K-12 
and afterschool advocacy organiza-
tions, school districts and county 
offices of education, the California 
Department of Education (CDE), 
policymakers, large-scale youth-
serving organizations, philanthropy, 
and the media. 

The campaign’s goal has always been 
to take the stories and data from the 
field and bring them to a much wider 
audience. Decision makers need to 
know what high-quality, engaging 
summer learning looks like, as well 
as why it is critical. 

Initial communications efforts cast a 
wide net, aimed at generating aware-
ness among stakeholders (including 
parents) that experts were rethinking 
the role of summer in a child’s devel-
opment. PCY wanted the audience 

(ELT). Children spend much more 
time out of school than in it. PCY 
is committed to ensuring that chil-
dren—particularly those from under-
resourced communities—have the 
support and opportunities they need 
to reach their full potential. PCY, 
along with key partners,6 created the 
Summer Matters campaign: a collab-
orative statewide effort in California 
to raise awareness about this chal-
lenge and to build capacity across 
the state to address it.  This work is 
being accomplished with training, 
coaching, and facilitation to build the 
capacity of schools and their commu-
nity partners and through communi-
cations and advocacy to partners in 
education, policy, philanthropy, and 
direct service. 

The Summer Matters campaign was 
designed around two core strategies. 
First, PCY wanted to pilot high-
quality summer learning programs 
in diverse communities across 
California. The goal was to create 

At the same time, student success is 
not just about academics.  Children 
and youth, especially those in low-
income communities, face nutri-
tional challenges during the summer 
as well. Experts cite long summers 
spent in front of the television while 
snacking on junk food as one of the 
leading causes of childhood obesity.4 

Conversely, many other low-income 
children find themselves missing 
meals entirely when they are away 
from school.5 

Summer is thus critical to each 
child’s development, both mind and 
body. Any meaningful attempts to 
get at America’s equity divide and 
the consequent gap in opportunities 
for kids must include summer educa-
tion as a key part of the solution.

For more than 10 years, the Partner-
ship for Children and Youth (PCY) 
has been working to raise awareness 
about the value of afterschool and 
summer programs, known collec-
tively as “expanded learning time” 

Teachers and staff gain 
almost as much from 
summer learning as 

students.
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Awareness is only part of the equa-
tion. California’s current per-student 
spending is lower than all but two 
states’ spending. However, the state 
also spends more on ELT programs 
than all other states combined.

California began funding afterschool 
initiatives in 1999 with the After 
School Learning and Safe Neigh-
borhoods Partnerships Program 
(ASLSNPP). The effectiveness of 
ASLSNPP paved the way for Prop 
49, the After School Education and 
Safety grant program (ASES), which 
was passed in November 2002 and 
more than tripled the state alloca-
tion for afterschool programs. (The 
actual funding allocation was tied to 
a minimum state expenditure level, 
which wasn’t reached until the 2006–
2007 fiscal year.) 

In 2006 Partnership for Children 
and Youth sponsored Senate Bill 638, 
which substantially improved access 
to the implementation of Proposi-
tion 49 funds but did not address the 

Steering Committee, and the Asso-
ciation of California School Admin-
istrators. More than 50 superinten-
dents across the state have signed on 
to support summer learning, and a 
PCY roundtable with more than 80 
key stakeholders is convened several 
times a year. 

For the past several years, the Cali-
fornia Department of Educa-
tion (CDE) has been a summer 
learning champion. State Superin-
tendent Tom Torlakson co-chairs 
the Summer Matters campaign and 
speaks frequently about the essen-
tial role of summer learning with 
local education leaders across the 
state. The CDE’s After School Divi-
sion has been thinking strategically 
about how to strengthen its support 
for summer learning through after-
school funding and related statewide 
technical assistance. Other state-
wide partners include the California 
Library Association and the state’s 
Parks and Recreation department.

to look at summer as an opportunity 
rather than as rest. 

PCY collaborated on large events 
in the state capital and other major 
cities, bringing thousands of kids 
out to participate in fun activities to 
which they might otherwise not have 
access. PCY placed dozens of stories 
and op-eds in influential media, both 
local and statewide, highlighting 
the work of the pilot communi-
ties. PCY staff spoke at state and 
national conferences about its work 
and cultivated champions to carry 
the message through their networks.

Data collected through the pilot 
communities portion of the Summer 
Matters campaign led to the devel-
opment of six elements of a quality 
summer program, a guide outlining 
what each summer program should 
look like. 

As conditions have changed, so too 
has the campaign’s communications 
focus. California’s new Local Control 
Funding Formula law, enacted in 
2013, puts more decision-making 
power in the hands of district leaders. 
Consequently, recent communica-
tions efforts are targeted more at the 
local level and focus on communi-
cating specific success stories so local 
leaders can learn from their neigh-
bors and peers. 

This approach requires a strong, 
responsive group of partners and 
collaborators. The Summer Matters 
campaign has reached key educa-
tion leaders across the state through 
a coalition that includes the Cali-
fornia School Boards Association, 
the California PTA, the California 
County Superintendents Educa-
tional Services Association and 
its Curriculum and Instruction 

More than one-third 
of California’s 6,800 

designated low-income 
schools have no expanded 

learning programs.
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fact that Prop 49 grant money was not 
designated for summer. 

In 2008, when the Summer Matters 
campaign began, school funding had 
just been decimated by the recession 
and California’s resulting budget crisis. 
In response, state leaders gave districts 
greater control over how funding was 
used by eliminating “categorical” funding.  
This essentially meant districts could 
spend what little they had left however 
they wanted. Almost every district in 
the state chose to eliminate their existing 
summer programs. 

This turn of events can be seen as a 
blessing in disguise, as many summer 
programs in place before the funding 
crisis were based on the traditional model. 
Such programs, which focused on reme-
diation, felt more like punishment to the 
students who needed the most help. Now 
that many districts are bringing summer 
programs back, California schools are 
more interested in developing fun, expe-
riential, and relevant summer learning 
programming that mixes academics and 
enrichment.

In 2010, two years into the Summer 
Matters campaign, the legislature passed 
Senate Bill 798, which revised the 
amount of funds directed toward after-
school and summer learning programs by 
setting aside 15 percent of future revenue 
increases for funding summer programs. 
In 2011 PCY co-sponsored Senate Bill 
429, giving leaders even greater flexibility 
in the use of funds, an important step 
in helping struggling summer educators 
continue to provide quality services to the 
largest possible number of students. 

PCY’s latest effort is Senate Bill 1221, 
which gives funding priority to programs 
that offer year-round programming, 
including summer, in their applications 
for federal 21st Century Community 

California’s Partnership for 
Children and Youth

Founded in 1997, the Partnership for Children and 
Youth’s mission is to promote systems of continuous 
learning, foster collaboration, and build leadership 

among school districts, government agencies,  
and community-based organizations serving 

low-income children and youth. PCY has  
accomplished the following:

raised over $90 million in public and private dollars  
for youth programs in California’s lowest-income  

communities;



facilitated dozens of new partnerships between 
schools, local governments, and community agencies;



trained thousands of afterschool and summer program 
staff in program and youth development; and



spearheaded three successful California legislative 
measures in support of summer learning.
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and policy structures. Policymakers 
and the public are gradually waking 
to the realization that summer 
can mean the difference between 
a student getting ahead or falling 
behind. Summer learning programs 
should all be extraordinary, but 
PCY’s hope is that someday soon 
their presence becomes ordinary.

Aaron McQuade is senior communica-
tions associate at Partnership for Chil-
dren and Youth.
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At many summer sites, especially 
those that emphasize a STEM 
curriculum, students are even encour-
aged to make mistakes as part of the 
scientific process. When they make 
mistakes, they learn why things went 
wrong and work to make necessary 
improvements. Teachers are free to 
experiment as well. They do not have 
to answer to exams or pacing guides, 
which restrict when and how lessons 
can be taught. Program facilitators 
are free to focus on the experiences 
of the children while experimenting 
with new lesson plans and teaching 
styles that deviate from traditional 
methods. This flexibility can vastly 
improve student-teacher relation-
ships. In many cases, these summer 
practices are now making their way 
into the school year and actually 
changing the way educators think 
about teaching. 

Educators are seeing firsthand what 
happens when a child is exposed 
to new adventures, skills, and ideas 
through a mix of activities including 
reading, writing, math, science, and 
the arts in ways that are fun and 
engaging. Magic happens when 
students are given opportunities 
to move, play, and discover. Many 
programs absorb children in kinetic 
learning, where education can mean 
more than memorization. 

Five years in, PCY’s Summer Matters 
campaign is bringing enriching 
summer opportunities to more than 
12,000 students in 110 communities 
across California. 

Navigating California’s unique infra-
structure presented PCY with signif-
icant challenges. The campaign has 
had to be flexible in order to coor-
dinate both state and local education 

Learning Center grants. It also seeks 
to update accountability and quality 
improvement requirements to 
leverage recent research and devel-
opments in the ELT field.

Though PCY’s advocacy and legisla-
tive efforts are making some progress 
in the flexibility of existing funding, 
the challenge remains of identifying 
funding to meet the large-scale need. 
Today, California funds about 4,500 
afterschool programs, serving some 
450,000 children. Including federal 
funding, investment in California’s 
ELT comes to around $700 million 
annually.7  But there is still serious 
ground to cover. More than one-third 
of California’s 6,800 designated low-
income schools have no expanded 
learning programs, and the demand 
for afterschool funding exceeds 
the supply by almost $200 million, 
leaving more than 100,000 students 
without access to ELT programs.8 

Now that school district funding is 
slowly beginning to flow again and 
state lawmakers have decided to 
keep control over how to use that 
funding at the local level, districts 
have a renewed opportunity to invest 
in year-round learning experiences. 
More school officials are coming 
around to the idea that quality 
summer learning can significantly 
boost academic achievement and 
social-emotional learning for the 
state’s disadvantaged youth. 

Teachers and staff gain almost as 
much from summer learning as 
students. In many ways, summer 
creates a learning environment that 
is risk-free. Neither students nor 
teachers are burdened by the stress of 
grades or tests. This allows everyone 
to try, without the fear of failure. 
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ALL
CHILDREN
DESERVE

UNINTERRUPTED
LEARNING!

by Fred Brown

hen I was growing up, I couldn’t wait for summer 
vacation! My family seemed to always have the 
perfect road trip planned, and often the destinations 

were many states away from my native Ohio. Before I entered 
middle school, I had visited over 25 states, walked the perim-
eter of the Grand Canyon, marveled at the splendor of Niagara 
Falls, and crossed the borders into both Canada and Mexico. 
The destinations were only part of the fun. There were also the 
games we played along the way: 20 Questions, I Spy, a modi-
fied version of Wheel of Fortune that my dad made, and more.  
There were tons of books and travel documents for me to read 
since I was often asked to help the family make choices about 
stops along the way.  

W
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Even though I usually mourned the 
end of summer, I was often excited 
for that first day of school. I couldn’t 
wait to share with my classmates 
during the annual “what did you do 
this past summer?” discussion. Not 
only would I have great stories to 
tell, there would always be some cool 
artifact to share. My learning truly 
didn’t stop simply because the school 
year ended.

Only later did it dawn on me that 
not everyone continued to experi-
ence learning during the summers. 
As an elementary teacher in Elyria, 
Ohio, a small urban district about 
30 miles west of Cleveland, I looked 
forward to asking my students the 
question all my teachers had asked 
me that first day of school: “What 
did you do this summer?” However, 
I quickly realized that many of the 
students in my school didn’t have 
families who could provide road 
trips, summer camps, or others 
types of learning experiences. Their 
stories were mainly about roaming 
the neighborhood, hanging out at 
the mall, and watching television. 
It didn’t take me long to recognize 
these were often the same students 
who had the greatest challenges 
remembering what they had learned 
the previous school year. As a result, 
we spent most of the first few 
months of school “reviewing” the 
previous year’s material. I was expe-
riencing summer learning loss first-
hand; I just didn’t know what it was.

Like many other teachers, I was 
caught up in a pattern that is playing 
out in many schools and districts:

1
Teachers work very hard all year  
to make sure their students know 

the content.

2
Summer happens.

3
Teachers start a new school year 

working extremely hard to reteach 
last year’s content, particularly for 

their lower income students  
(sometimes blaming the teacher in 
the previous grade for not doing a 

good enough job).

4
Teachers feel pressured because of 

all the new content they are required 
to help students learn and get frus-

trated that some of their children are 
so far behind.

5
Despite this, teachers continue to 

do their best to make sure students 
learn the new content.

6
Summer happens, the achievement 

gap widens.

7
Repeat.

When it comes to summer learning 
loss, the phrase “If I knew then what 
I know now” rings especially true 
for me. If I had known that many 
youth lose two months in math 
skills over the summer but that low-
income youth also lose more than 
two months in reading achieve-
ment. If I had known the effects 
of the “summer slide” are cumula-
tive and significantly contribute to 
the achievement gap between lower  
and higher income children. If I had 
known that summer learning loss 
accounts for about two-thirds of 
the ninth grade achievement gap in 
reading! If I had known that four out 
of five of low-income students were 

falling being in reading by the end of 
third grade, and that they were four 
times more likely to drop out of high 
school than their peers who were 
reading proficiently.

The reality is that teachers, schools, 
and districts know these things and 
have the opportunity to respond. 
According to Making Summer Count, 
a report commissioned by The 
Wallace Foundation and written by 
researchers at Rand, rigorous studies 
of voluntary summer programs, 
mandatory summer programs, and 
programs that encourage students 
to read at home in the summer have 
all found positive effects on student 
achievement. The combined evidence 
from these studies suggests that 
all these types of summer learning 
programs can mitigate learning 
losses and even lead to achievement 
gains.  The follow-up report from 
Rand, Getting to Work on Summer 
Learning, offers some specific guid-
ance to school district leaders inter-
ested in launching or improving 
summer learning programs:

  commit to having a summer 
program by January;

  include both district and site-
level staff in planning;

  deliver planning templates to  
site leaders;

  anchor the program in a commer-
cially available and evidence-
based curriculum;

  standardize the curriculum across 
district sites;

  include strategies for differentia-
tion in curriculum materials to 
accommodate at least two  
ability levels;
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teachers for their summer learning 
experience, it is essential that their 
professional learning goes well 
beyond mere logistics. Rand’s Getting 
to Work on Summer Learning empha-
sized that teachers need opportunities 
to deeply engage with the summer 
curriculum. Those districts experi-
encing the most success, according 
to the report’s authors, begin giving 
teachers opportunities to practice the 
summer curriculum in the spring and 
also provide coaching support.

Principals and other building leaders 
who are inspired by the effective 
teaching they observe during the 
summer can strengthen their schools’ 
professional learning systems by 
ensuring those techniques become 
the norm during the school year. 
Additionally, schools can create 
seamless links between the tradi-
tional academic year and the summer 
learning experience. The goal should 
be that students enjoy a connected 
learning experience that spans the 
entire year!

In a few months, thousands of chil-
dren will be sitting in SUVs or 
airplanes in great anticipation of their 
upcoming summer vacations. Others 
will be deeply engaged in summer 
learning experiences sponsored by 
their school districts and local orga-
nizations. Wherever they are, I hope 
their learning is continuing—our 
collective success depends on it!

Fred Brown is deputy executive director 
at Learning Forward.

pushed their thinking just as much as 
they pushed their students’. 

Programs like Big Thought are in 
cities all over the country. As seen 
in many of the other articles in 
this journal, the National Summer 
Learning Association (NSLA) is one 
of the organizations working to help 
increase the number of providers 
offering high-quality summer 
learning programs to youth in high-
needs districts. The NSLA website 
offers guidance and examples of 
programs that are in place all across 
the country. For school and district 
leaders looking to follow the advice 
in the Rand report, there’s absolutely 
no need to reinvent the wheel.

For those who know Learning 
Forward, you may be asking why 
we would be interested in summer 
learning. Learning Forward, after 
all, is an organization that is focused 
solely on professional learning for 
educators as a vehicle for increasing 
educator effectiveness and student 
learning. The reality is that many 
of the innovative teaching strategies 
used by teachers during the summer 
are excellent models for the regular 
academic year. Summer provides 
teachers an opportunity to test and 
refine those techniques that pique 
children’s interest and motivate them 
to learn. 

Often, professional learning to 
prepare for summer learning is 
focused on program components and 
schedules.  As districts help prepare 

  instruct students in small classes 
or groups; and

  provide support for students with 
special needs.

Many municipalities have recognized 
the benefits of effective summer 
learning programs and followed 
many of these recommendations. 
One of the cities prioritizing summer 
learning is Dallas, Texas, Learning 
Forward’s hometown. Dallas is also 
home to Big Thought, an organi-
zation working with Dallas public 
schools and committed to mitigating 
the effects of summer learning 
loss. Big Thought’s approach is to 
combine innovative learning experi-
ences with community resources to 
help develop the capacities of the 
city’s youth. 

As Learning Forward’s deputy exec-
utive director, I visited several Big 
Thought locations last summer. First, 
let me describe what I didn’t see. I 
didn’t see classrooms full of students 
who were in danger of being retained 
if they didn’t pass their summer 
school courses. I also didn’t see 
teachers reteaching from the same 
textbooks students had used during 
the previous school year. What I did 
see, however, were highly motivated 
children engaged in inquiry-based 
learning activities that challenged 
their thinking and held their interest. 
I saw lessons that combined mathe-
matics and literacy skills, encouraged 
collaboration, and pushed teachers 
to create learning environments that 
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Standards are a powerful tool that 
state boards of education can wield 
to support and improve education 
systems. Boards set them to establish 
a vision for what effective practice 
should look like, as well as to provide 
indicators for measuring quality. 
Such standards typically cover class-
room activity during the school 
year. The Michigan State Board of 
Education, however, has developed 
standards for out-of-schooltime 
learning, including afterschool or 
summer programs. It is one of the 
only boards in the country to do so.

Michigan convened a task force in 
2001 to begin developing the stan-
dards. The task force, comprising staff 
from the Michigan Department of 
Education (MDE) and school district 
representatives, came up with findings 
and recommendations that became 
the initial draft of the standards. The 
Michigan Out-of-Schooltime Stan-
dards of Quality were adopted in 
2003, revised in 2008 while Straus was 
president of the board, and revised 

again in 2013. They provide guidance 
in health and safety, human relation-
ships, program staffing, indoor and 
outdoor environment, program activi-
ties, and administration.

What was the original motivation 
to develop and adopt the Mich-
igan Out-of-Schooltime Stan-
dards of Quality in 2003?

The standards were the result of a 
recommendation from our Inte-
grating Schools and Communi-
ties task force. The task force found 
that many students did not have safe 
places to be after school and during 
the summer and recommended 
development of model standards to 
help create quality out-of-schooltime 
programs in the state. Over the years, 
the board has been very supportive 
of such programs, and the develop-
ment of the standards was a natural 
progression of this support. We 
wanted to make sure the programs 
had guidance on quality.

It is vitally important to support 

students, particularly at-risk students, 
outside the classroom to improve their 
chances of success. A key philosophy 
of the standards is to emphasize both 
academic and social development, to 
help programs develop students’ skills 
in both areas. Out-of-schooltime 
programs are a great opportunity to 
do that. They can develop their lead-
ership skills through arts projects 
or hands-on activities, for example. 
While the standards don’t address 
the content that needs to be taught 
to develop these skills, it is impor-
tant that these social skills elements 
are included in activities and imple-
mented at a high level. 

In the 2013 version of the stan-
dards, the board included some 
new elements, such as mention of 
science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics (STEM) and 
alignment with early childhood 
standards. What process did the 
board go through as it revised the 
standards this time?

CNA Education, in partnership with the National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE), 

interviewed Kathleen N. Straus, a member of the Michigan State Board of Education, on the 

state’s out-of schooltime standards. Straus has been on her board for more than 20 years, having 

first been elected in 1992 and reelected in 2000 and 2008. She served as president of the board 

multiple times, and she has been a supporter of out-of-schooltime programs.  NASBE asked Straus 

to discuss the development and refinement of her state’s out-of-schooltime standards. 
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The state convened an ad hoc 
committee of MDE staff and 
stakeholders to align the out-of-
schooltime standards with the early 
childhood standards already adopted 
by the board. The committee recom-
mended to the board that the stan-
dards be inclusive of all age levels, as 
well as students with special needs. 
New standards had recently been 
adopted nationally regarding healthy 
eating and physical activity in out-of-
schooltime programs, and we incor-
porated some of this guidance. We 
had had many discussions about the 
importance of STEM for students, 
so we added that to the standards to 
ensure out-of-schooltime programs 
emphasized these areas as well. In 
addition, the governor has been very 
supportive of out-of-schooltime 
programs, and this helped move the 
process forward. 

What do you think the next policy 
steps might be as the Michigan 
board looks to support out-of-
schooltime programs in the state?

I think the board will continue its 
interest in this issue. The next step 
for us will be to try to find out more 
about what has been going on in 
local communities and programs 
regarding implementation of the 
standards. It is definitely hard to hear 
from all the programs using the stan-

dards in the state. We have less infor-
mation about programs that do not 
receive federal funding for out-of-
schooltime programs because there 
are so many of them. It is going to 
take a while to get input from these 
programs, but we will continue to 
hear from MDE about implementa-
tion and hope to have some recom-
mendations once staff get all the 
feedback. A possible next step will be 
the inclusion of the Michigan Out-
of-Schooltime Standards in a tiered 
quality rating system for school-age 
care and education programs. Some 
work is already being done with 
stakeholders to explore the possibili-
ties for this form of implementation.

What insight do you have for 
members of other boards across 
the country as they look to support 
out-of-schooltime through policy?

Above all else, be very inclusive 
of the stakeholders you engage as 
you develop policy around out-of-
schooltime, especially parents and 
teachers. Other stakeholders you 
could get feedback from include 
students, members of the business 
community, labor unions, school 
administrators, and agencies such as 
social services, health, law enforce-
ment, and justice. All these entities 
were represented in the initial task 
force, and we continue to get feed-

back from them as we refine the stan-
dards. Initially, they weren’t used to 
talking to each other about this topic. 
However, quality out-of-schooltime 
programs require coordination and 
support from all these entities and 
organizations to be effective.

Support for this issue has grown over 
the last 10 years. While the board has 
been supportive for almost 15 years, 
there was some initial resistance from 
stakeholders when the standards were 
first developed, particularly around 
funding. However, we’ve brought a 
number of those stakeholders into 
the conversation over the years, and 
have found a lot of common ground.

Chris Sun is an associate research analyst 
in education at CNA, a nonprofit 
research organization assisting NASBE 
with the development of this issue of  
the Standard.
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