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Preface

Summer learning programs have the potential to help children and youth improve their 
academic and other outcomes. This is especially true for children from low-income 
families who might not have access to educational resources throughout the summer 
months and for low-achieving students who need additional time to master academic 
content. However, summer learning programs are often an afterthought of school dis-
tricts or not offered at all, especially in restrictive funding environments. 

To focus attention on the potential of such programs, this monograph reviews the 
literature on summer learning loss and the effectiveness of summer learning programs, 
determines key cost drivers of and available funds for summer programs, and gathers 
information about how such programs operate in district and city contexts, including 
facilitators and challenges.

The findings should be of interest to policymakers and practitioners involved in 
improving the performance of and expanding opportunities for low-income and low-
achieving students, including school district and city leaders, the National Summer 
Learning Association, the Council of the Great City Schools, the U.S. Department 
of Education, funders of summer learning programs, state departments of education, 
state legislators, and the education research community.

This research was conducted by RAND Education, a unit of the RAND Cor-
poration, and sponsored by The Wallace Foundation, which seeks to support and 
share effective ideas and practices to improve learning and enrichment opportunities 
for children. Its current objectives are to improve the quality of schools, primarily by 
developing and placing effective principals in high-need schools; improve the quality 
of and access to out-of-school-time programs through coordinated city systems and by 
strengthening the financial management skills of providers; integrate in- and out-of-
school learning by supporting efforts to reimagine and expand learning time during 
the traditional school day and year as well as during the summer months, helping to 
expand access to arts learning, and using technology as a tool for teaching and pro-
moting creativity and imagination. For more information about research on these and 
other related topics, please visit The Wallace Foundation Knowledge Center at www.
wallacefoundation.org.
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Summary

During summer vacation, many students lose knowledge and skills. By the end of 
summer, students perform, on average, one month behind where they left off in the 
spring. Of course, not all students experience “average” losses. Summer learning loss 
disproportionately affects low-income students. While all students lose some ground 
in mathematics over the summer, low-income students lose more ground in reading, 
while their higher-income peers may even gain. Most disturbing is that summer learn-
ing loss is cumulative; over time, the difference between the summer learning rates of 
low-income and higher-income students contributes substantially to the achievement 
gap. 

Because many students lose learning over the summer and some students need 
more time on task to master content, participation in summer learning programs 
should mitigate learning loss and could even produce achievement gains. Indeed, edu-
cators and policymakers are increasingly promoting summer learning as a key strategy 
to improving the achievement of low-performing students. In 2009, a Johns Hopkins 
University–based center for summer learning became an independent organization, the 
National Summer Learning Association, providing resources, guidance, and expertise 
to the summer learning community. In 2010, President Obama noted, “Students are 
losing a lot of what they learn during the school year during the summer.”1 Earlier that 
year, First Lady Michelle Obama launched “United We Serve: Let’s Read, Let’s Move,” 
a program that encourages Americans to fight the summer reading gap, acknowledging 
that youth who do not read during the summer can lose months of academic progress 
(White House, 2010).

Study Purpose and Research Questions

The Wallace Foundation is encouraging the establishment of district-supported 
summer learning programs, particularly for urban students in grades 1–8. To support 
this effort, The Foundation asked RAND to conduct a study to assess both the need 

1 The remark was made during an interview on NBC’s Today Show, September 27, 2010.
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for summer learning programs and the existing evidence on effective, viable, and sus-
tainable summer learning programs in urban districts. 

In this monograph, we address the following research questions:

1. What is the nature of summer learning loss? 
2. Are summer learning programs effective in improving student achievement? 

What are the elements of effective summer programs? 
3. How much do summer learning programs cost? 
4. What are the facilitators and challenges to implementing summer programs? 

Data and Methods

To answer our first two research questions, we conducted literature reviews on summer 
learning loss and the effectiveness of summer learning programs. To examine cost, 
we conducted a literature review to identify common funding sources for summer 
programs, collected detailed cost data from seven summer learning programs, and 
determined their costs and the primary reasons for the variation among them. To 
address the final question, regarding facilitators and challenges to implementing such 
programs, we conducted 15 telephone interviews: eight with providers (either school 
districts or programs affiliated with school districts) and seven with national nondis-
trict providers. 

We also conducted site visits to five cities, where we interviewed summer learn-
ing leaders from among city and district representatives, summer learning staff, and 
external partners (more than 60 interviews in total). In four of the cities, we had the 
opportunity to observe summer learning. Cities selected for interviews and site visits 
were those that had a long history of providing summer programs or were considered 
by the national organizations to have particularly innovative programming or a par-
ticular context of interest, such as city-led programming or high proportions of English 
language learners. 

Limitations and Contributions

This monograph does not include any independent analyses to determine the nature 
of summer learning loss or summer program effectiveness. Instead, it summarizes and 
draws out lessons from a set of existing research. While our independent cost analysis 
provides much-needed information for the field, it is limited to seven cases of academi-
cally oriented summer programming that operate at scale. Thus, it does not capture the 
cost range of all types of summer learning programs. In addition, because our findings 
and recommendations are drawn from a limited sample of summer programs that are 
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not representative of all summer learning program contexts, they are not generalizable 
to all programs. In particular, by design, we spent more time studying programs pro-
vided by school districts than we did studying those provided by national or commu-
nity-based summer learning providers. We also made no attempt to assess the quality 
of the summer programs that we visited. 

Despite these limitations, this monograph makes an important contribution to 
the field by addressing both the value and the cost of summer learning programs. We 
synthesize evidence from the research about summer learning loss and the effectiveness 
of summer learning programs in preventing that loss. We also estimate the potential 
costs of such programs and provide lessons learned from districts and other providers 
about how to fund, implement, and sustain such programs. 

Key Findings

Summer Learning Loss, Which Is Disproportionate and Cumulative, Contributes 
Substantially to the Achievement Gap

Research indicates that, on average, students lose skills over the summer, particularly 
in mathematics. However, not all students experience “average” losses, and summer 
learning loss disproportionately affects low-income students. Low-income students lose 
substantial ground in reading during the summer, while their higher-income peers 
often gain. Most disturbing is that it appears that summer learning loss is cumulative 
and that, over time, these periods of differential learning rates between low-income 
and higher-income students contribute substantially to the achievement gap in read-
ing. It may be that efforts to close the achievement gap during the school year alone 
will be unsuccessful. 

Students Who Attend Summer Programs Have Better Outcomes Than Similar Peers 
Who Do Not Attend These Programs 

Rigorous studies of voluntary summer programs, mandatory summer programs, and 
programs that encourage students to read at home in the summer have all found posi-
tive effects on student achievement. The combined evidence from these studies sug-
gests that all of these types of summer learning programs can mitigate summer learn-
ing losses and even lead to achievement gains. Moreover, longitudinal studies conclude 
that the effects of summer learning programs endure for at least two years after the 
student has engaged in the summer program. (No studies have examined whether 
effects last beyond two years.) 

Strategies for Maximizing Quality, Enrollment, and Attendance Are Critical to 
Achieving Benefits

Not all summer learning programs result in positive outcomes for enrollees. Pro-
gramming needs to be high-quality, and students need to enroll and attend regularly. 
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Research points to several practices that are associated with program quality, includ-
ing individualized instruction, parental involvement, and small class sizes. For volun-
tary summer learning programs, providers need to adopt targeted strategies to build 
enrollment and maximize attendance among enrollees. Several effective strategies were 
offered by the program staff we interviewed. Notifying parents early before they make 
other plans for the summer was important in maximizing enrollment. Offering engag-
ing enrichment activities, providing transportation, and offering full-day programs, 
which better suit the needs of working families, were noted as methods of increasing 
enrollment and encouraging high attendance rates. 

Cost Is the Main Barrier to Implementing Summer Learning Programs

Providing a high-quality summer learning program can cost between $1,109 and 
$2,801 per child for a six-hour-per-day, five-week program. Although preliminary evi-
dence suggests that the cost of summer school programs can be less than two-thirds of 
what providers spend on programs during the academic year (on a per-slot, per-week 
basis), summer programs nonetheless represent an additional cost to districts, espe-
cially relative to other interventions that simply update or reform practices used during 
the school year. 

Districts Question the Cost-Effectiveness of Summer Learning Programs, and Many 
Have Discontinued Them in Response to Budget Cuts 

Interviewees from the National Summer Learning Association indicated that, given 
the costs, districts are uncertain of the value they would get from a summer learning 
program. Furthermore, some of our interviewees who are currently offering summer 
learning programs questioned the extent to which the benefits of the program out-
weigh the costs. In fact, the recent economic downturn has created such severe short-
falls in state education budgets that many districts across the country have cut what 
little summer school programming they have offered. However, district leaders who are 
committed to such programs have found creative ways to fund them. 

Partnerships Can Strengthen Summer Learning Programs 

The majority of the summer learning programs examined in this study were provided 
by or operated in partnership with districts, and we found benefits from these part-
nerships. We found that summer learning programs cost less when offered by school 
districts due, in part, to lower central office costs and in-kind contributions of services, 
such as facilities and meals. In addition, districts can leverage consistent sources of 
funding (e.g., Title I or general operating funds) for such programs, creating a greater 
likelihood of sustainment. We also found that partnerships between districts and com-
munity-based organizations (CBOs) provided increased benefits and lowered costs. 
CBOs offered opportunities for enrichment beyond those typically offered in schools, 
such as kayaking and fencing, that encouraged students to enroll and attend—steps 
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critical to program effectiveness. We also found that CBO instructors were less expen-
sive than certified teachers. Thus, partnerships between these two types of organi-
zations resulted in lower costs overall. Further, in one city, provision of enrichment 
opportunities attracted local foundation funding for summer programs. 

Developing and Sustaining District-Based Voluntary Summer Learning Programs Is 
Challenging but Feasible 

Interviewees reported that launching a summer learning program that serves a high 
proportion of low-performing students is challenging. Early implementation chal-
lenges include establishing consistent expectations for the program, navigating internal 
district bureaucracies, and partnering with local CBOs. Ongoing challenges to main-
taining a summer learning program include funding (particularly during times of con-
strained school budgets), facilities constraints due to building maintenance or lack of 
air conditioning, low or uncertain enrollment, and an underspecified or unsupported 
vision for the summer program. Interviewees also reported that the lack of evaluations 
and teacher contract rules threatened the quality of their programs. Despite these chal-
lenges, some urban districts have long-standing summer learning programs, and others 
have launched new programs over the last few years. Challenges can be overcome by 
supportive leaders who can find and dedicate funding, as well as ensure that qualified 
staff devote time to early planning, early hiring, and early recruiting for summer learn-
ing programs.

Recommendations for Districts and Providers

Districts and communities must decide for themselves whether the potential value 
of these programs is worth the cost and effort of establishing and sustaining them. 
But our analysis suggests that they should be seriously considered within the context 
of the needs and resources available to districts and communities. Rigorous studies 
have shown that strong summer programs can achieve several important goals: reverse 
summer learning loss, achieve learning gains, and give low-performing students the 
chance to master material that they did not learn during the previous school year.

Here, we offer a set of recommendations for districts and other providers that 
want to invest in summer learning programs. Specifically, we recommend that districts 
and providers invest in staffing and planning for summer learning programs, actively 
incorporate practices that will help ensure the success of programs, and maximize the 
benefits of partnerships and a variety of funding sources. 

Invest in Highly Qualified Staff and Early Planning

Developing high-quality summer programs can be challenging. We found that pro-
viders that succeeded in developing a well-structured program that attracted students 
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to enroll and attend had high-quality, dedicated year-round administrators with time 
devoted to planning and programming. Planning began early in the school year. Early 
planning allowed programs to conduct early hiring (thereby maximizing their teacher 
recruiting pool) and early recruiting (thereby maximizing student enrollment).

Embed Promising Practices into Summer Learning Programs

Research shows that a number of practices are associated with improved student out-
comes, such as smaller class sizes, involving parents, providing individualized instruc-
tion, and maximizing students’ attendance. Other best practices include providing 
structures that support high-quality instruction, aligning the school year and summer 
curricula, including content beyond remediation, and tracking effectiveness. Provid-
ers also need to adopt strategies for attracting students to these programs to ensure 
value for their investment, such as print and radio advertising; advertising at commu-
nity meetings, summer learning fairs, and even grocery stores; targeted recruiting of 
students living in housing projects, including door-to-door recruiting and phone calls 
to parents; student and teacher focus groups; and CBO recruiting among students in 
their after-school programs. 

Consider Partnerships When Developing Summer Learning Programs 

Partnerships may enable the creation and sustainment of high-quality voluntary 
summer learning programs. We found benefits from partnerships between school dis-
tricts and CBOs that included a wider variety of programming options, and more 
varied funding sources. However, a number of other partnerships may be beneficial, as 
several types of organizations have an interest in promoting summer learning experi-
ences for youth—districts, CBOs, private summer learning providers, cities, and local 
funders. Each of these organizations has a set of resources and skills that can help 
build sustainable summer learning programs. We encourage leaders to consider all 
local resources and build appropriate partnerships when developing these programs.

Think Creatively About Funding

There are several pots of funding from which districts can draw to support summer 
learning programs. Researchers have documented, for example, more than 100 pro-
grams that can support summer learning. The National Summer Learning Association 
provides guidelines for funding summer learning programs on its website. This mono-
graph provides other funding ideas, such as hiring AmeriCorps students and hiring 
teachers who need administrative hours to serve as summer site coordinators. Partner-
ing with local CBOs can also result in economies of scale, as noted earlier.
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Recommendations for Policymakers and Funders

Finally, we offer recommendations for policymakers and funders who are interested 
in supporting summer learning programs: Extend the research base on the efficacy of 
summer learning programs and support stable funding for new and existing programs. 

Extend the Research Base

Although research has established the efficacy of summer learning programs, it has 
not tested several aspects of such programs when offered to large numbers of low- 
performing students in urban settings. Rigorous, longitudinal research on large pro-
grams would provide valuable information to policymakers and practitioners. In par-
ticular, we make the following recommendations:

• Conduct randomized controlled trials of programs designed to maximize atten-
dance that compare treated to nontreated students over multiple years. 

• Conduct studies that include multiple outcomes beyond academic performance: 
secondary academic outcomes, such as school attendance and graduation rates, 
and nonacademic outcomes, such as reductions in juvenile delinquency, improved 
nutrition, and increases in exercise. Including a range of outcomes will help moti-
vate other stakeholders, such as city governments, to support or fund summer 
learning programs. 

• Conduct studies that examine whether programs can be constructed to attract 
high levels of participation in multiple, consecutive years of programming. If so, 
the studies should evaluate the effects of consecutive years of participation on a 
range of student outcomes. 

• Conduct studies of the cost-effectiveness of summer learning programs to help 
district leaders and other policymakers consider how best to invest in improving 
education. 

Support Consistent Funding Sources for Summer Learning Programs

A key obstacle to providing summer learning programs is a lack of stable funding. Poli-
cymakers at the federal, state, and local levels can work to provide funding for summer 
programming by specifying that existing funding targeted to high-need youth can be 
used for summer programming, by establishing new funding for programs, and by 
fundraising for summer programming. The school district officials whom we spoke 
with who run summer learning programs independently confirmed that funding was 
contingent on the support of key leaders, including the superintendent, local politi-
cians, and local foundations.
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Provide Clear Guidance Regarding the Use of Scarce Funds

District leaders described the difficulty of braiding multiple funding sources together, 
given the restrictions and requirements associated with each source of funds. State  
policymakers could support district efforts by providing clear guidance on how federal 
and state funds can be combined to support summer programs.
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CHaPter One

Introduction

Policy Context

Despite steady efforts to close the large achievement gap between disadvantaged and 
advantaged students over the past 40 years, significant discrepancies remain. In 2009, 
on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 49 percent of low-income fourth-
grade students scored at the “below basic” level in reading (the lowest proficiency level) 
compared with 20 percent of their higher-income students. Large achievement gaps 
exist for mathematics as well, with 30 percent of low-income students performing at 
the lowest performance level compared with only 9 percent of their higher-income 
peers. These trends also hold in the eighth grade, where the differences are 40 percent 
versus 15 percent in reading and 43 percent versus 17 percent in mathematics (U.S. 
Department of Education, undated). Due to the inequitable proportion of low-income 
minority students, similarly sized achievement gaps are found between white and black 
children in the United States, white and Hispanic children, and native speakers and 
English language learners. Depending on the subject and grade level, there has been 
either a modest reduction or no substantive change in the achievement gap along eco-
nomic or racial lines since the 1990s. 

These achievement gaps are particularly troubling because they comport with 
subsequent inequities in educational attainment, in which students from the bottom 
quartile of the income distribution are more than twice as likely to drop out of high 
school as students from the top quartile of the distribution (National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics, 2007). Failure to complete high school has significant ramifications 
for the individuals themselves and for society as a whole because formal schooling is 
an increasingly important gateway to future employment, earnings, and attendant life 
chances (Belfield and Levin, 2007). Some analysts believe that closing the achievement 
gap would do more to promote equality in the United States than any other political 
strategy (Jencks and Phillips, 1998). 

Increasingly, educators and policymakers are considering additional learning time 
to be a key strategy for improving the achievement of low-performing students, many 
of whom are also low-income. For instance, Title I legislation specifies summer learn-
ing time as a key strategy that can be used to turn around schools. In fact, research 
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evidence shows (1) that students’ skills and knowledge often deteriorate during the 
summer months, and low-income students face larger losses than other students 
(Cooper, Charlton, et al., 2000), and (2) that low-achieving students need additional 
time on task to master academic content (Brown and Saks, 1986; Walberg, 1988; 
Ketterlin-Geller, Chard, and Fien, 2008). As a result, instruction during the summer 
has the potential to stop losses that might occur and to propel students toward higher 
achievement. 

Three approaches to preventing summer learning loss are offered most often: 
modifying the school calendar, extending the school year, and providing summer 
school. Modifying the school calendar does not add instructional days to the calendar, 
but it redistributes days across the calendar to replace the long summer break with sev-
eral shorter breaks. Unfortunately, the quality of current evidence regarding the effec-
tiveness of modified calendars is poor (Cooper, Valentine, et al., 2003). Extending the 
school year would provide students with additional days of instruction. In an interview 
on the Today Show, President Obama called for a longer school year, citing the fact that 
U.S. students go to school, on average, a month less than students in other developed 
countries. He also noted that this means that “students are losing a lot of what they 
learn during the school year during the summer.”1 

The clear challenge to extending the school year is its cost. In addition, in cities 
across the country, districts that have tried to extend the school year (or modify the cal-
endar) have met resistance from parents, employers of teenagers, and family recreation 
businesses. And data suggest that more time was cut away from the instructional cal-
endar in the 2010–2011 school year as fiscal pressures forced school districts to weigh 
options to furlough teachers or shorten the instructional calendar. For instance, 16 of 
the 30 largest school districts in California reduced the number of school days to bal-
ance their budgets, and 12 districts cut instructional time by the maximum of five days 
(Benefield, 2010; Freedberg, 2010).

Summer programs, the focus of this monograph, are less costly than extending 
the school year because they are typically offered only to a subset of students. Thus, 
they may be more attractive to cost-conscious districts. They also provide the oppor-
tunity to give low-income students additional instruction that could help close local 
achievement gaps and give struggling students additional time on task so they can 
master material already learned by their peers. 

Research Questions

As part of its interest in expanding opportunities for students to learn outside of the 
school day, The Wallace Foundation wants to encourage district-supported summer 

1 The remark was made during an interview on NBC’s Today Show, September 27, 2010.
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learning programs, particularly for urban students in grades 1–8. To support this 
effort, The Foundation asked RAND to conduct a study to assess both the need for 
summer learning programs and the existing evidence on effective, viable, and sus-
tainable summer learning programs in urban districts. Specifically, this monograph 
addresses the following research questions:

1. What is the nature of summer learning loss? 
2. Are summer learning programs effective in improving student achievement? 

What are the elements of effective summer programs? 
3. How much do summer learning programs cost? 
4. What are the facilitators and challenges to implementing summer programs?

Summer Learning Programs and Site Selection

Summer programs vary along a number of dimensions: 

• Instructional purpose. Some programs serve low-performing students and provide 
remedial instruction, focusing on skills that students failed to master during the 
school year. Other programs serve both low- and higher-performing students and 
focus on skills that a student will encounter in the upcoming school year, to pre-
pare students to master the material. 

• Type of provider. Summer learning programs are offered by school districts, 
national providers that operate a program in multiple cities across the country, 
and local providers that operate only within a particular city or region. 

• Voluntary or mandatory. Another way in which programs vary is the extent to 
which they are voluntary or mandatory. Voluntary programs recruit students who 
may or may not choose to attend. Mandatory programs are typically provided 
for students who are at risk of being retained in grade, as the threat of retention 
becomes the method of mandating program attendance. However, even manda-
tory programs are not strictly mandatory—parents may choose to not send their 
child to summer school, and the student can try to test into the next grade in the 
fall without having attended a summer program. 

• Dosage. Summer learning programs typically operate for anywhere between four 
and eight weeks during the summer for four or five days per week. Hours of 
programming vary as well. All the summer learning programs described in this 
monograph provide half-day academic instruction in reading and/or mathemat-
ics. However, many of the programs we studied operate for a full day and also 
offer enrichment activities. Enrichment may be provided by regular teachers or by 
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community-based organizations (CBOs).2 Some summer learning programs spe-
cifically offer enrichment activities that are intended to address the “opportunity 
gap,” in that they provide low-income students with opportunities that are similar 
to those that middle- and higher-income students have during the summer.

• Setting. Summer learning programs operate inside and outside the classroom. The 
majority of summer programs discussed here are those in which students attend a 
summer school site that operates for a designated number of hours and weeks over 
the summer. These programs can be operated in schools or outside of schools (e.g., 
at CBOs or college campuses). Researchers have also studied reading-at-home 
summer interventions. These programs send or mail books home to students, 
appropriately matched to their reading level and interests, to read over the course 
of the summer. In addition, prior to the summer, teachers might provide some 
scaffolding that provides students with strategies to use when reading the books 
over the summer. 

Analytic Approach

By drawing on existing literature, program cost data, and interviews with leaders of 
national organizations, summer learning providers, school districts, and city gov-
ernments, this study examined multiple aspects of the factors that influence urban 
districts’ student achievement (including loss and learning) during the summer. To 
answer our first two research questions on the extent of summer learning loss and 
the effectiveness of summer learning programs, we conducted literature reviews on 
summer learning loss and on the effectiveness of summer learning programs. To exam-
ine cost, we conducted a literature review to identify common funding sources for 
summer programs, collected detailed cost data from seven summer learning programs, 
and determined the programs’ costs and the primary reasons for the variation among 
them. To address our fourth research question, we conducted interviews with represen-
tatives from national organizations, national providers of summer learning programs, 
and district officials involved in providing summer programming to understand the 
factors that facilitate and challenge the implementation of summer programming for 
urban districts’ students in kindergarten through eighth grade. 

Conceptual Framework

A basic conceptual framework for district-provided summer learning programs guided 
our study (see Figure 1.1). Given that breaks from school during the summer result 
in achievement loss for students and that some students need more time on task to 
master content, we expect that participation in summer learning programs can miti-

2 We define a CBO as a private or public nonprofit organization operating within the community it serves.
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gate that loss and even produce achievement gains. This hypothesis is supported by 
prior research, described in Chapters Two and Three. By providing students with pro-
ductive time on academic tasks during the summer, we expect that summer learning 
programs will result in improved achievement in the content areas covered by the 
program and will have nonacademic benefits as well. Student attendance in summer 
learning programs may decrease juvenile delinquency among older youth during the 
summer and improve students’ diet and level of exercise.3 Further, students who are 
better prepared academically may reap future benefits such as

• improved school-year attendance 
• reduced risk of being retained in grade

3 Researchers examining childhood obesity among kindergarten and first-grade students found that growth in 
body mass index is faster during the summer vacation than during the school year, especially among black and 
Hispanic children who are already overweight (Von Hippel et al., 2007).

Figure 1.1
Conceptual Framework for District-Provided Summer Learning Programs
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• increased persistence in school, resulting in a greater likelihood of graduating
• improved socioemotional and behavioral outcomes, such as feeling more attached 

to school, having greater self-efficacy in subject areas, and having fewer disciplin-
ary problems.

Based on research on the effectiveness of instruction during the regular school 
year, we expect that the extent to which these outcomes are generated will depend on 
program components, student behavior, and district and program factors. Program 
components include the amount of instructional time, the curriculum used, and the 
quality of instruction. Clearly, student behaviors mediate the effectiveness of the pro-
gram in that students must be present and engaged to benefit. A number of district and 
program factors may also influence the quality of programs, including 

• professional development
• student-to-instructor ratio 
• parent engagement activities
• funding
• strength of leadership
• dedication of staff
• student and staff recruitment techniques
• use of data for program improvement.

These factors may also influence student participation and engagement. Program 
logistics, such as transportation and availability of food, may also influence student 
participation.

The ability to develop partnerships among school districts, government organiza-
tions, philanthropic organizations, CBOs, and families may affect the quality of the 
program as well. Each of these entities has a set of resources and skills that can build 
sustainable summer learning programs. Districts can offer students, teachers, student 
data, facilities, central office management, transportation, food services, and curricu-
lar experts. CBOs can offer deep content knowledge in certain areas and can provide 
enrichment opportunities that go far beyond what is typically provided in schools. 
Private summer learning providers have vast experience in creating engaging summer 
academic programs that maximize attendance. Cities can offer funds, and they have an 
existing interest in keeping youth safe and engaged during the summer months. Local 
funders can bring additional resources to these programs and can be attracted by the 
promise of academic and nonacademic opportunities for youth. Partnerships could 
maximize these resources and expertise to support quality and sustainment.



Introduction    7

Data and Methods

Summer Learning Loss. We modeled our literature search approach after the work 
of Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996), using keyword searches of computerized reference data-
bases, sifting through reference lists for relevant sources, and leveraging the expertise 
of education researchers who are leaders in the out-of-school-time (OST) field. Cooper, 
Nye, et al. (1996) provide a rigorous summary of the early evidence of summer learn-
ing loss through an extensive meta-analysis of the research published between 1975 
and 1994. The literature included in Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996) was found through the 
computerized reference databases ERIC (Education Resources Information Center) 
and PsychLIT using the following keywords: summer loss, summer vacation, summer 
break, summer intercession, summer school, and summer variations. 

We identified the work by Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996), Heyns (1978, 1987), and 
Entwistle and Alexander (1992) as the foundational studies on summer learning loss. 
We searched for studies that had referenced these pieces. Google Scholar indexed  
294 publications that cited Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996); similar searches were performed 
for each of the other key articles. We reviewed each indexed publication citing one 
or more of these key articles for inclusion in our study, considering whether (1) the 
students represented in the research were between kindergarten and eighth grade and  
(2) whether summer loss was measured for an academic content area. 

We also searched several computerized databases for articles published since 
1994. The databases included in our search were ERIC, JSTOR, ISI Web of Knowl-
edge, and Google Scholar. Wherever possible, we made use of “thesaurus terms,” such 
as “summer programs,” pairing them with the keywords “loss,” “slide,” or “gap”; ERIC 
identified 41, 47, and 29 publications, respectively (for a total of 117 citations). Through 
Google Scholar, we found 69 references that matched a search for “summer program” 
and “academic achievement” with the same sequence of loss-related keywords, and 
23 of these references had been published between 2000 and 2010. JSTOR indexed 
38 articles related to “summer loss,” and the ISI Web of Knowledge was used to find  
19 articles that had been published since 2000. We reviewed the abstracts to determine 
whether each article contained some information or assessment of summer learning 
loss and whether it fit our inclusion guidelines. Chapter Two presents a more detailed 
discussion of the extent of summer learning loss, its cumulative effects, and differences 
by subject and grade level.

Effectiveness of Summer Programs. We searched for rigorous studies document-
ing the effectiveness of summer programs. Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) carried 
out an extensive, rigorous meta-analysis of the summer learning research conducted 
through 1999. To be included in the analysis a program had to be provided by a 
school, school district, college, or university and have goals associated with preventing 
delinquency, improving academic performance, or improving attendance. The stud-
ies also had to compare the effects of attending versus not attending using a pre-post 
comparison or a comparison of outcomes between two groups; however, they were not 
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required to have an experimental or quasi-experimental design. We designed our litera-
ture search to identify more recent rigorous studies. 

Other articles—identified by searches of either Google Scholar or ERIC—were 
considered for inclusion and for further review if the summer program described in 
the article (1) served students between kindergarten and eighth grade, (2) measured or 
evaluated academic achievement, and (3) was evaluated by an external party (or had 
been peer-reviewed) using a quasi-experimental design (a comparison group) or a ran-
domized controlled trial.

We found 13 studies of nine programs that met these criteria. We created a matrix 
to describe the range of these programs’ characteristics, including academic outcomes, 
the evaluation method, the student population, the control group, teacher qualifica-
tions, teacher training, student recruitment, hours of instruction, attendance rates, 
cost, curricula, and others. 

In addition to analyzing these studies for evidence on program effectiveness in 
general, we used Cooper, Nye, et al.’s (1996) meta-analysis findings and findings from 
the more recent studies to examine summer learning program effectiveness based on 
program components and whether or not these programs were associated with differen-
tial effects based on student characteristics. We also consulted expert opinion found in 
the literature, such as that provided by the U.S. Department of Education, in search of 
promising program characteristics. Chapter Three discusses our findings on the effec-
tiveness of summer programs in greater detail.

Cost of Summer Programming. We consulted a variety of databases and online 
resources to review the literature on the financial resources required for academically 
oriented summer programming that targets disadvantaged children between kinder-
garten and eighth grade. To obtain an initial set of research documents for review, we 
searched four online databases: ERIC, JSTOR, ISI Web of Knowledge, and Google 
Scholar. In these databases we used search terms such as “summer program” or 
“summer school” paired with limiting terms, such as “cost,” “cost-effectiveness,” and 
sometimes “academic achievement.” Using the combinations of “summer program” 
and “cost” and sometimes “achievement,” JSTOR yielded 1,018 articles, ISI Web of 
Knowledge contained six articles, and ERIC offered 26 results. After excluding arti-
cles about higher education or specialized programming (such as music or outdoor 
education), we reviewed more than 120 abstracts to determine whether each article 
contained some information about the costs or sources of funds and whether it docu-
mented a program that met our criteria for full review: the given program (1) had an 
academic orientation and (2) served students in any grade between kindergarten and 
eighth. Chapter Four presents additional details on our approach to studying the cost 
of summer learning programs.

In addition to academic journals, we also searched the websites of leading cen-
ters, advocates, and foundations that fund either summer school programs or research. 
These sites included The Wallace Foundation, the William T. Grant Foundation, the 



Introduction    9

Mott Foundation, the National Summer Learning Association, Afterschool Alliance, 
The Finance Project, the Education Commission of the States, the Institute for Youth 
Education and Families, and the Harvard Family Research Project. Here, we found 
reports, position papers, and memos, which we retained if they met the criteria for our 
study. Finally, in documents that best matched our selection criteria, we also reviewed 
the citations to obtain further articles or other documents. Collectively, we selected 
31 relevant documents as our primary sources for the literature review on the cost of 
summer programs.

To supplement the literature with more detailed information, we conducted semi-
structured phone interviews with five school districts about their source of funds for 
summer programming and with seven summer school providers about the detailed 
costs of their programs. 

The Context of Summer Learning Programs. To understand the factors that sup-
port or hinder providers’ and districts’ efforts to provide high-quality summer pro-
gramming, during summer 2010 we conducted telephone interviews with represen-
tatives from national organizations, leaders of summer school programming in eight 
cities, and six national providers (see Table 1.1). 

We conducted both telephone and in-person interviews. We conducted 15 tele-
phone interviews: eight with providers (either school districts or programs affiliated 
with school districts) and seven with national nondistrict providers. We interviewed 
heads of the summer schools in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg, Cincinnati, Los Angeles, 
and Philadelphia school districts. We interviewed two local private providers operat-
ing in school districts—a representative from Summer Scholars, which operates several 
summer learning programs in the Denver Public Schools, and the executive director of 

Table 1.1
Interviews, by Type

Telephone 
Interviews Site-Visit Interviews Provider Interviews

National  
Organization Interviews

Cincinnati, OH

Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, nC

Dallas, tX 

Denver, CO 

Los angeles, Ca 

new Orleans, La 

Philadelphia, Pa

Portland, Or

albuquerque, nM  
(10 individuals interviewed)

Baltimore, MD 
(7 individuals interviewed)

Minneapolis, Mn 
(16 individuals interviewed)

Pittsburgh, Pa 
(10 individuals interviewed)

San Francisco, Ca 
(10 individuals interviewed)

BeLL (Building educated 
Leaders for Life) 
(3 individuals interviewed)

Breakthrough 
Collaborative

Higher achievement 

Horizons

Summer advantage

Classroom, Inc.

national League of Cities

national Summer Learning 
association 
(3 individuals interviewed)

nOte: Unless otherwise specified, one person was interviewed at each location or organization. this list 
does not include those interviewed for the cost and resource portion of the study. to maintain source 
anonymity, discussions of cost and resource data do not identify the providers.
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Big Thought, a CBO that has partnered with the Dallas Independent School District 
to provide summer learning opportunities for students in all grades. In New Orleans, 
we interviewed a representative from the Greater New Orleans Afterschool Partner-
ship, an intermediary that coordinates out-of-school learning time across the city. In 
Portland, we interviewed a city leader who was serving as a coordinator for the school 
district and local CBOs in providing summer programming. We selected Charlotte-
Mecklenburg and Los Angeles because both districts have had to cut summer learning 
programs for budgetary and other reasons. Including these cases deepened our per-
spective on the challenges that districts face in sustaining summer learning programs. 

We also conducted telephone interviews with six national nondistrict providers 
of summer learning programs: BELL, Horizons, Breakthrough Collaborative, Higher 
Achievement, Classroom, Inc., and Summer Advantage. Some of these programs, like 
BELL, were operating in districts, and their programming was very similar to what 
we observed in the districts. Others, like the Breakthrough Collaborative, provide 
instruction primarily in nondistrict sites, such as private school settings, and have more 
narrow, niche programming directed toward particular types of students, such as high-
performing minority students or future teachers. Although we learned quite a bit about 
these programs through our telephone interviews, we have more detailed information 
about the sites where we conducted in-person interviews. 

We visited and conducted interviews at five sites that were recommended to us 
by summer learning practitioners and experts from the National Summer Learning 
Association and the National League of Cities: Albuquerque, Baltimore, Minneapolis, 
Pittsburgh, and San Francisco. In Baltimore, Minneapolis, and Pittsburgh, we focused 
on a particular summer program provided by the school district, although we also 
learned about other programs offered in those cities, either by the district or by other 
stakeholders, such as the mayor’s office. For example, in Pittsburgh, we studied the 
Summer Dreamers Academy, a Pittsburgh Public Schools program providing summer 
learning opportunities for middle school students. Pittsburgh was also offering an ele-
mentary school summer program, which we did not investigate. In San Francisco, 
the district had lost most of its summer school funding for the 2010 summer, so we 
focused that visit on programming provided by CBOs and funded by the city and local 
foundations. At each of these sites, we interviewed school district and city administra-
tors, summer program teachers, representatives from CBOs, funders, and others about 
their summer learning programs. Table 1.2 lists the sites we visited for this analysis, 
along with descriptive information on each. 
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Although each site was recommended because the nominator thought it had 
a successful, innovative, or long-standing summer learning program, the programs 
varied in several ways: 

• Some were brand new; others were several years old. 
• While all the programs espoused academic improvement goals, other goals and 

concomitant target populations varied across the providers. 
• Some of the programs were led by districts; others by CBOs. 
• In four of the five sites we visited, the district developed and funded the summer 

learning program. In San Francisco, the district lost funding to support its 
summer learning programs (although it continued to fund some programs for 
high school seniors and special education students). In that case, city and private 
agencies stepped in and directed funding to CBOs to provide ongoing summer 
programming. While all providers funded by the city were required to include 
an academic learning component, this was not standardized across programs, 
and there was no requirement that the academic content be provided by licensed 
teachers. 

• Although each of these cities’ programs served at least 1,000 students, the propor-
tion of the target population served ranged from 20 to 50 percent. 

• Dosage varied across the programs, ranging from five to six hours a day, four to 
five days a week, and five to six weeks in total. 

• These programs targeted low-performing or high-need students. However, some 
districts, like Pittsburgh, accepted all students who enrolled in the program, even 
if the curriculum was designed for lower-achieving students. Indeed, these pro-
grams are primarily remedial in focus, but two programs were also attempting to 
accelerate learning over the summer in an effort to jump-start students’ learning 
in the following fall. 

• Some programs employed certified teachers for academic instruction and CBO 
staff for enrichment programming, while Albuquerque’s program was more akin 
to traditional “summer school” programs, with teachers (rather than CBOs) pro-
viding enrichment. 

• Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and Albuquerque had evaluated their summer programs. 
Both the Baltimore and Pittsburgh evaluations concluded that students who par-
ticipated in the program gained, but it is unclear whether they gained more than 
similar students who did not participate. The Pittsburgh evaluation found that 
low-income students in the program did not outperform low-income students 
who did not participate, but the study did not compare students of comparable 
academic backgrounds. The results of the Albuquerque study were not yet avail-
able as of this writing.
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We interviewed participants using semistructured interview protocols that were 
developed to match the study’s conceptual framework. Topics included structure, con-
tent, curriculum, instructional methods, professional development, average student 
attendance, recruiting methods, parental involvement strategies, funding, teacher 
hiring practices, external partnerships, and facilitators and challenges. 

Researchers’ notes were used to develop summaries of each program, organized 
according to a common template. We analyzed these templates both structurally and 
thematically. Our structural analysis compared answers to the same questions across 
sites to systematically compare programs’ components, strategies, practices, facilitators, 
and challenges. 

We also conducted thematic analyses, looking across all answers to our questions 
for themes related to our conceptual framework, such as on the topics of funding and 
quality. We also noted instances of unique, promising practices and of disconfirming 
evidence (e.g., where findings did not align with the conceptual framework).

Study Limitations

This study relied on prior research to describe the nature of summer loss and summer 
program effectiveness. While our independent cost analysis provides much-needed 
information for the field, it is limited to seven cases, which do not represent the full 
range of costs across all summer learning programs. We selected academically oriented 
summer programs that operate at scale for our cost analysis. In addition, our findings 
and recommendations are drawn from a limited sample of summer programs, and the 
programs included, by design, are primarily run by or in partnership with school dis-
tricts. Thus, these data are not representative of all summer learning program contexts, 
nor are the findings generalizable to all programs.

Our study did not attempt to judge the quality of the summer programs exam-
ined. Nor did it attempt to count the number of summer learning programs offered in 
urban districts across the country. We were told by representatives from the National 
Summer Learning Association that many urban districts provide programs for a subset 
of their populations (e.g., English language learners, high school students in need of 
credit recovery, special education students), but large-scale programs offering compre-
hensive summer learning opportunities that target all low-performing or low-income 
students are rare. Indeed, the National Summer Learning Association website refer-
ences 69 “member organizations and districts”; only three are school districts and none 
are large, urban districts (see National Summer Learning Association, undated[a]). We 
therefore conclude that district-based, large-scale summer learning programs are not 
ubiquitous in urban districts, but we found no data to confirm this assumption.

Despite these limitations, this monograph contributes to the literature in that it 
builds a broad conceptual framework for summer learning, drawing together informa-
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tion on the nature of summer loss, expectations for summer learning program effec-
tiveness, the range of potential costs and the identification of cost drivers, and evidence 
on how districts and providers implement and maintain programs. 

Organization of This Monograph

The next two chapters synthesize the evidence in the research on the value of summer 
learning programs. In Chapter Two, we review the findings on summer learning loss, 
beginning with an overview of research on the connection between time and learning 
and learning decay, then focusing specifically on evidence of summer learning losses 
in mathematics and reading. In Chapter Three, we focus on the effects of summer 
learning programs on achievement, including overall effects, effects over time, and 
the differences in these effects as they relate to student demographics, grade level,  
and attendance. We also summarize the literature on recommended practices for 
summer programming. Chapters Four and Five address key obstacles that districts 
face in developing summer learning programs: cost (Chapter Four) and the chal-
lenge of implementing, sustaining, and scaling high-quality programs (Chapter Five).  
Chapter Six concludes with a discussion of the findings and recommendations for 
practitioners and policymakers.





17

CHaPter twO

Time, Learning, Learning Decay, and Summer Learning Loss

In this chapter, we explore the nature of summer learning loss and its effects. We first 
provide some background on the relationship between time and learning to create the 
conceptual link between summer vacation and loss of academic skills. Many of the 
findings in this chapter are derived from Cooper, Nye, et al.’s 1996 analysis of the lit-
erature on summer learning loss. In addition, we draw heavily on two key longitudinal 
studies conducted in Atlanta and Baltimore, which tracked students over time and 
enabled an examination of the effects of school separately from the effects of summer 
and the impact of summer learning loss over time. We also highlight the extent to 
which summer learning loss has been found to differ according to student characteris-
tics, grade level, and subject.

General Relationship Between Time and Learning

The phenomenon of adult learning, retention, and relearning was investigated heav-
ily from the 1950s through the 1980s in noneducation fields, such as the military 
and industrial sectors. The military, in particular, was interested in what training its 
recruits would remember after a period of nonpractice and how often their skill acqui-
sition would need refreshing. This large body of literature led to the following con-
clusions, based on adult learning of specific tasks (Naylor and Briggs, 1961; Adams, 
1967; Garlin and Sitterley, 1972; Baldwin, Cliborn, and Foskett, 1976; Prophet, 1977;  
Schendel, Shields, and Katz, 1978; Osborn, Campbell, and Harris, 1979; Shields, 
Goldberg, and Dressel, 1979; Hagman, 1980; Goldberg, Drillings, and Dressel, 1981; 
and Schendel and Hagman, 1982). The following findings were of significance for our 
study:

• In the absence of practice or other reinforcement, skills deteriorate over time at a 
rate that is initially quite rapid, with the rate of decay slowing over time. 

• The rate of decay varies by task or skill. Tasks with performance that deteriorates 
rapidly tend to be procedural, involve a number of steps, have no performance 
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cues, or have no time requirements. Task performance decays more slowly for 
tasks that are continuous, with cues or obvious internal logic.

• The best predictor of the rate of decay for a task is the individual’s original level 
of learning. The higher the level of proficiency before a nonpractice period, the 
greater the retention.

• The training method that produces the highest initial learning and performance 
will produce the best retention over time.

• The time needed to relearn tasks is less than the time needed to originally learn 
them.

Time and Learning in and out of School

Simultaneously, the connection between school learning and time was also being inves-
tigated. Carroll (1963, 1989) is credited with proposing perhaps the most influential 
conceptual model that others have used to launch investigations into time and learn-
ing in school settings. In his conceptualization, based on studies of foreign language 
acquisition, students bring three attributes to school learning: aptitude, perseverance, 
and ability to comprehend. Aptitude is the amount of time a specific student needs 
to master a learning objective. Students with high aptitude will learn the objective 
more quickly than those with low aptitude. Perseverance is the amount of time a stu-
dent is willing to invest in mastering the objective. Some students, through interest or 
through learned discipline, spend more time learning. The ability to comprehend the 
instruction is generally related to language comprehension and the ability to under-
stand the learning task. Carroll’s conceptualization also included two major constructs 
influenced by the school and classroom teacher: opportunity to learn and quality of 
instruction. The former is the time allotted for learning a construct, and the latter 
is the organization of the instruction for ease of acquisition for the specific student.  
Carroll did not elaborate further on instructional quality but included the notions that 
students must be clearly told what the learning goal is, that they must be provided with 
learning materials, and that steps in learning must be well planned and organized. 

Later work in this field focused on adding constructs to the theory and delving 
into the specific drivers of the individual learning components and their relationships 
with one other. The Beginning Teacher Evaluation Study, a groundbreaking study in 
the 1970s by Charles Fisher and David Berliner, found that students had to be engaged 
and that instruction had to be appropriate for the student’s level to create a strong rela-
tionship between learning time and student achievement gains (Fisher et al., 1980). 
Other studies have referred to this combination of time, engagement, and appropriate 
level of instruction as academic learning time. Lomax’s review of time-on-task research 
in the 1970s supports the relationship between academic learning time and student 
achievement (Lomax and Cooley, 1979), as does research from the 1980s by Karweit 
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and Slavin (1982). Research through the 1990s (Cotton, 1989; Aronson, Zimmerman, 
and Carlos, 1998) showed little or no relationship between allocated time and stu-
dent achievement, some relationship between instructional time and student achieve-
ment, and a larger relationship between academic learning time and student achieve-
ment. However, research in the late 1980s and 1990s began to question the theoretical 
model correlating academic learning time and student achievement gains, claiming 
that it is important to take into consideration the different rates at which students learn  
(Gettinger, 1989). In general, key concepts and findings emerging from this work 
include the following:

• Manipulating the time spent on learning and/or increasing the quality of instruc-
tion ensures that almost all students can learn at higher levels (Bloom, 1976).

• Researchers generally distinguish between allocated time (the time on the school 
calendar for a given content area) and academic learning time (the amount of 
time students spend working on rigorous tasks at the appropriate level of dif-
ficulty). Academic learning time is more predictive of student achievement  
(Harnischfeger and Wiley, 1976; Lomax and Cooley, 1979; Fisher et al., 1980; 
Karweit and Slavin, 1982; Hawley et al., 1984; and Karweit, 1985).

• Spaced practice (once a day for several days) as opposed to one long, concentrated 
lesson (all day long for just one day) appears to be more effective in facilitating 
learning (Walberg, 1988; Rohrer and Taylor, 2006; Rohrer and Pashler, 2010). In 
addition, more practice does not necessarily improve retention of learned mate-
rial: Fewer problems spaced over at least one week should lead to greater retention 
than would more problems completed in a shorter duration (Rohrer and Taylor, 
2006). 

• Students with lower achievement will learn at slower rates than those who start 
at a higher level of achievement (Walberg, 1988), and there is some evidence that 
low-performing students, in particular, benefit from more time on task (Brown 
and Saks, 1986; Ketterlin-Geller, Chard, and Fien, 2008). 

• Factors outside of school affect time spent learning, including the home environ-
ment, peer influences outside the school, and TV-watching habits (Haertel, Wal-
berg, and Weinstein, 1983). 

Past research has established a link between relevant academic learning time and 
student achievement. Although instructional time, in and of itself, is not sufficient, 
it is necessary in order to provide the relevant academic learning time. Compared 
to other developed countries, students in the United States receive fewer hours of  
instruction—799 per year compared with 861 in Finland, 911 in the Netherlands,  
928 in Japan, and 1,079 in Korea (Silva, 2007). Furthermore, the American school 
calendar is notable for its long, formal summer break, especially when compared to 
school calendars in other countries. Some countries have shorter, more equally spaced 
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breaks, while others have formal mechanisms to help students retain over breaks what 
they learned in school (Wiseman and Baker, 2004). 

Summer Learning Loss

The typical U.S. student goes to school for nine months out of the year and experiences 
a three-month summer vacation. Given that learning can decay, it is not surprising that 
many students experience summer learning loss. In this section, we describe the overall 
findings regarding summer learning loss and whether the extent of summer learning 
loss differs by student characteristics, is cumulative over time, or differs by grade or 
subject.

Average Summer Loss of Learning

Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996) conducted a meta-analysis of 13 studies of summer learning 
loss that focused on grades 1–9. This analysis provides rigorous estimates of summer 
learning loss, at least for those grades and for most children. Cooper and his colleagues 
found that the average student score in the fall is about one-tenth of a standard devia-
tion below the spring average. They assume nine to ten months of school per year and 
note an effect size of 0.10, indicating that summer learning loss equates to approxi-
mately one month of instruction. However, this varies by grade level, as found by Hill 
et al. (2007; see Table 2.1).1 Thus, upon returning to school in the fall students per-
formed, on average, roughly one month behind where they performed in the spring. 
However, research shows that not all students experience “average” losses—some post 
significant losses while others may even experience gains.

Many of the studies measured summer loss using existing state or district exams 
taken in the spring and fall. Because of this, the length of time between the pre-test 
and the post-test can vary, and the pre-post interval often includes significant time in  
classroom learning environments. This means that the difference among findings  
in relative gains or losses could be a function of the time interval and how much 
schooling occurred during the pre-post interval. Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996) performed 
an analysis to take this into account, using the pre-post interval as an independent 
variable. They showed that the longer the interval between pre- and post-testing, the 
lower the level of loss (because students had received benefits from school); the shorter 
the interval, the greater the loss (because it measured summer loss more accurately). 

1 Effect sizes describe the magnitude of an effect using a standardized measure. An effect size of means is the 
difference between two means divided by their pooled standard deviation. Translating effect sizes into months of 
learning is problematic unless the measure is designed to assess annual student growth.
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Differences by Family Income

Research demonstrates that there are clear differences in the summer learning rates of 
low-income and higher-income students. Work by Heyns (1978, 1987) articulated the 
influence of summer learning loss on the achievement gap. It noted that comparing 
the school year to summer break provides an opportunity to isolate the effects of non-
school influences on a young person’s intellectual development. Heyns longitudinally 
studied fifth, sixth, and seventh graders in 42 Atlanta schools and found that the dif-
ferential learning rate between white, economically advantaged students and minority, 
economically disadvantaged students increased during the summer, especially in read-
ing skills (Heyns, 1978). 

Similarly, using a rich set of data from a study in Baltimore, which tested students 
in the fall and spring in grades 1–6 and again in the spring of grade 9, Entwisle and 
Alexander (1992, 1994) found similar relationships for reading achievement. They con-
cluded that low-income and higher-income students learn at nearly the same rate while 
in school, but during the summer, low-income students’ learning falls far below that of 
their higher-income peers. They hypothesized that the nonschool environment of low-

Table 2.1
Average Annual Gains in Effect Size from Nationally Normed Tests, by Grade

Grade Transition

Reading Tests Math Tests

Mean Margin of Error Mean Margin of Error

K–1 1.52 ±0.15 1.14 ±0.22

1–2 0.97 ±0.08 1.03 ±0.11

2–3 0.60 ±0.08 0.89 ±0.12

3–4 0.36 ±0.09 0.52 ±0.11

4–5 0.40 ±0.05 0.56 ±0.08

5–6 0.32 ±0.09 0.41 ±0.06

6–7 0.23 ±0.09 0.30 ±0.05

7–8 0.26 ±0.03 0.32 ±0.03

8–9 0.24 ±0.08 0.22 ±0.08

9–10 0.19 ±0.06 0.25 ±0.05

10–11 0.19 ±0.14 0.14 ±0.12

11–12 0.06 ±0.09 0.01 ±0.11

SOUrCe: Hill et al., 2007, p. 3, table 1. Used with permission.

nOte: the table shows average annual gains in effect sizes. these estimates provide an 
expectation for annual growth in absence of an intervention by grade transition (e.g., for 
grades 1–2). It demonstrates the importance of interpreting a study’s effect size in relation to 
grade and subject.
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income students does not support educational growth to the same extent as it does for 
students with higher family income levels.

Cooper, Nye, et al.’s (1996) meta-analysis confirms these findings for reading. 
Specifically, it found that family income made a difference in absolute and relative 
gains and losses during the summer, and this was especially true for reading; analyses 
showed a three-month difference in learning in reading skills between middle-income 
and lower-income children over the summer. Children from lower-income families 
lost, on average, more learning specifically in reading comprehension and word recog-
nition than children from higher-income families (who, in fact, made gains in word 
recognition). 

More recent analyses of Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class 
(ECLS-K), data similarly suggest that some of the achievement gap between early ele-
mentary students from high- and low-income families is attributable to different learn-
ing rates over the summer months (Burkam et al., 2004; Downey, von Hippel, and 
Broh, 2004; Benson and Borman, 2010). Results in reading show that middle-income 
students maintained achievement levels over the summer while high-income students 
improved and low-income students lost ground (Benson and Borman, 2010). In addi-
tion, Benson and Borman found neighborhood effects whereby students from high-
income neighborhoods had stronger reading growth than others.

These findings are consistent with research showing that families and factors out-
side of school influence reading achievement. Benson and Borman (2010) also found 
that low-income students entered school performing roughly one standard deviation 
below their higher-income peers. Low-income parents read with, teach, and talk to 
their children less frequently, each of which contributes to children’s literacy skills and 
school readiness (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997). A study that used audio record-
ings of family interactions over the course of two years to measure language use found 
that children growing up in low-income families heard approximately one-half to one-
third as many spoken words as children in more affluent households. Based on hour-
long recordings of 42 families taken over two and a half years, Hart and Risley (1995) 
found that children who were born into homes with fewer economic resources learned 
fewer words, had fewer experiences with words in interactions with other people, and 
acquired a vocabulary of words more slowly than children in more affluent families. 
Examining these children at third grade (ages 9–10), Hart and Risley found that the 
amount of talk and vocabulary growth and the style of language interaction with par-
ents at age 3 highly correlated with the students’ achievement on school-oriented tests 
of vocabulary, listening, speaking, semantics, and syntax.

Cumulative Effects of Summer Learning Loss

Research also suggests that summer learning loss is cumulative. Given that low-income 
students are more likely to forget what they have learned, particularly in reading, than 
their higher-income peers (who can gain knowledge and skills in certain reading areas 
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during the summer months), repeated episodes of loss result in low-income students 
falling further and further behind their more affluent peers. Using data from a study in 
Baltimore, which tracked students to age 22, Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson (2007) 
estimated that, over the course of the first four summers of school, the difference 
between summer gains by students of high and low socioeconomic status (SES) is 
greater than the initial difference between the groups upon school entry. The authors 
also estimated that approximately two-thirds of the reading achievement gap by ninth 
grade could be attributed to summer learning loss in the first five years of schooling.2 
However, their study included some caveats. It was a local study, and the complete 
sample of data included just over 300 students. The authors described results as sug-
gestive, noting that “the detailed percentages and probabilities reported should not be 
generalized.” However, summer learning loss is very likely cumulative; thus, over time, 
it contributes to a substantial portion of the achievement gap between low-income and 
high-income students.

Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson (2007) tracked students’ educational careers fur-
ther, and the achievement gap found in ninth grade was highly associated with later 
dropping out and whether a student took college preparatory courses. According to the 
authors, 

What might not have been expected is the extent to which the continuing press 
of school-age children’s family and neighborhood environments contributes to the 
year 9 achievement differential between high and low SES youth: summer shortfall 
over the five years of elementary school accounts for more than half the difference, 
a larger component than that built up over the preschool years. And too, these 
learning differences from the early years that present themselves in 9th grade rever-
berate to constrain later high school curriculum placements, high school dropout, 
and college attendances. (Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson, 2007, p. 175)

Differences by Subject and Grade Level

In general, students are more likely to forget what they have learned in mathemat-
ics over the summer than they are to lose literacy skills. Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996) 
found that summer learning loss was greater, on average, for mathematics than for 
reading. This loss in mathematics ability was consistent across other factors, such as a 
student’s family income and race. A number of studies have found that school qual-
ity has a greater effect on mathematics than reading because mathematics instruction 
occurs mostly in schools (Murnane, 1975; Bryk and Raudenbush, 1988; Allinder et 
al., 1992). Reading levels might be affected by factors outside of school more so than 
mathematics levels because families are more likely to promote and practice literacy 

2 The authors note that the results for mathematics are similar to those found for reading, but they do not pres-
ent mathematics results.
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skills than mathematics skills at home (Harris and Sass, 2009). Additionally, math-
ematics involves fact acquisition and procedural knowledge, much like spelling skills, 
which are more likely to be forgotten and decay over time if not practiced (Cooper and 
Sweller, 1987; Geary, 1995). Since mathematics is learned primarily in schools from 
teachers, lack of exposure to mathematics instruction over the summer would account 
for the loss identified for most students. 

However, analyses using the ECLS-K data, which examined summer learning 
loss between kindergarten and first grade, provide contrary evidence to Cooper, Nye, 
et al.’s finding on mathematics losses. One such study found differential rates of math-
ematics learning over the summer, with higher-income students showing higher gains 
in mathematics than lower-income students (Burkam et al., 2004). The authors noted 
that this result might be a phenomenon associated with the early grade levels they were 
studying rather than an effect that is generalizable to higher grades. 

Indeed, there seem to be differences by grade level in summer learning loss among 
students. The meta-analysis by Cooper, Nye, et al. (1996) found that grade level was 
related to changes in reading achievement. As the grade level went up, the effect of 
summer vacation changed from positive to negative and grew more detrimental. They 
found that, on average, first and second graders showed nonsignificant gains in achieve-
ment, while students in fourth grade and beyond showed significant losses, “some of 
which were quite dramatic” (p. 263). 

It is possible that the skills tested in these early grades are far more constrained 
(and are eventually mastered by all students), while the skills tested in later grades are 
far less constrained, leading to greater variation in outcomes (Paris, 2005). Cooper, 
Nye, et al. (1996) concluded that the negative and linear influence of increased grade 
level on the effect of summer vacation might be the result of a “floor effect” in scaling. 
They explained that, by definition, a student in the first grade can only achieve one 
grade below the national normed grade level, thus constraining the amount of negative 
change among students in earlier grades. Thus, it is important to consider the grade 
levels studied when interpreting findings from summer learning studies. 

Conclusions

Research indicates that summer vacation may have detrimental learning effects for 
many students. On average, all students lose skills, particularly in mathematics. How-
ever, summer learning loss disproportionately affects low-income students, particu-
larly in reading. While their higher-income peers, on average, post gains in reading, 
low-income students show losses at the end of the summer. Most disturbing is that it 
appears that summer learning loss is cumulative and that, over time, these periods of 
differential learning rates between low-income and higher-income students contribute 
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substantially to the achievement gap. It may be that efforts to close the achievement 
gap during the school year alone will be unsuccessful. 

Given the established connection between academic learning time and achieve-
ment and the findings regarding summer learning loss—which is particularly acute for 
low-income students—it is reasonable to assume that a structured program of summer 
instruction could help mitigate this loss. It might even produce gains. 

In addition, the general learning literature indicates that low-achieving students 
need more time to master material and that spacing learning out over time is an effec-
tive instructional technique. Summer programs would provide these students with this 
additional, spaced, time. If Bloom (1976) is correct (i.e., that almost all students can 
master material if given enough time and proper instruction), summer learning pro-
grams might be a key strategy for improving the academic performance of struggling 
students. The next chapter examines the extent to which such programs have been 
found to be effective. 
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CHaPter tHree

Effectiveness of Summer Learning Programs

This chapter reviews the existing literature on the effectiveness of summer learning 
programs. It draws on evidence from a meta-analysis conducted by Cooper, Charlton, 
et al. (2000) and from 13 experimental or quasi-experimental research studies since 
2000.1 Using evidence from these studies, we describe the overall effects of summer 
learning programs, effects over time, and the extent to which studies have found dif-
ferential effects based on subject, student demographics, grade level, and attendance. 
The summer learning programs examined in the literature included voluntary at-
home summer reading programs, voluntary classroom-based summer programs, and  
“mandatory” summer programs that students must attend to avoid retention in grade. 
We then discuss the characteristics of effective summer learning programs, identi-
fied by prior research and expert opinion, and conclude with implications for future 
summer learning programming.

Effectiveness of Summer Learning Programs

Overall Effectiveness

Prior research indicates that summer learning programs can be effective in improving 
student achievement. The most commonly cited measure of the overall effectiveness 
of summer learning programs comes from the meta-analysis conducted by Cooper, 
Charlton, et al. (2000). They found that effect sizes for remedial summer programs 
varied from –0.24 to 1.50,2 with an average weighted effect size across the programs of 
+0.2 (p. 52).3 However, when the authors restricted the analysis to the four studies that 
used a random assignment of students, they found that the average benefit was smaller 
(effect size of +0.14) but still exceeded the estimate of average summer loss. 

1 While Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) included four studies using random assignment, they were dissertations 
or theses and not published in peer-reviewed journals.
2 Per Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000), the upper bound excludes three extreme values taken from one study.
3 The average weighted d-index reported by Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) was +0.26. The unweighted average 
was +0.32, and the unweighted median effect size was +0.19.
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We investigated the extent to which recent quasi-experimental and experimental 
studies confirmed or disconfirmed these findings and could add to our understand-
ing of factors that influence effectiveness. We identified 13 experimental or quasi- 
experimental studies of nine summer learning programs published since 2000. The 
programs studied included voluntary classroom-based, mandatory, and at-home pro-
grams, and, in general, the studies found effect sizes that were more in line with 
Cooper, Charlton, et al.’s (2000) estimate from the random assignment studies. Some 
of the programs targeted the early primary grades (K–2), while others were for upper-
elementary students. The student populations targeted by the programs varied and 
included students at risk of retention, low-income students, students in districts with 
high proportions of low-income and minority students, and all students in a district.

Three studies of mandatory remedial classroom-based programs in three school 
districts have concluded that the programs were effective (Jacob and Lefgren, 2004; 
Matsudaira, 2008; McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009), at least in the near term. 
Studies of voluntary elementary programs also found positive effects from summer 
programs (Schacter and Jo, 2005; Borman, Benson, and Overman, 2005; Chaplin and 
Capizzano, 2006; Borman, Goetz, and Dowling, 2009). Recent studies of reading-at-
home programs using randomized controlled trial designs have also found promising 
or significant short-term effects (James Kim, 2006; Kim and White, 2008; Allington 
et al., 2010) and cumulative effects over time (Allington et al., 2010). However, other 
studies found no overall effects among students who were part of the treatment group 
(Jimmy Kim, 2004; Borman, Goetz, and Dowling, 2009; Kim and Guryan, 2010). 
We interpret the combined evidence from these studies, along with Cooper, Charlton,  
et al.’s (2000) meta-analysis, to suggest that many types of summer learning programs 
have the potential to reduce summer learning losses, but they are not guaranteed to 
do so. We now describe factors that influence the effectiveness of summer learning 
programs. 

Subject

In their meta-analysis, Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) found that summer programs 
led to more favorable outcomes on mathematics assessments than on reading assess-
ments. Studies of the mandatory summer programs also found higher effect sizes in 
mathematics than in reading, but these differences tended to be relatively small (Jacob 
and Lefgren, 2004; Matsudaira, 2008; McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009). How-
ever, these results might also be due to the nature of the assessments used. Hill et al. 
(2007) found that, for the elementary grades, the average annual gain on nationally 
normed tests (measured in terms of effect size) was greater in mathematics than in 
reading. 
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Demographic Groups

There are no clear, consistent results in terms of differences by demographics. Cooper, 
Charlton, et al.’s (2000) analyses found that remedial summer programs resulted in 
substantially greater gains for middle-income students compared with low-income stu-
dents. This finding appears to conflict with research that has found no difference in 
the learning rates between low- and higher-income students during the school year 
(e.g., Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson, 2001). If receiving instruction acts as an equal-
izer during the school year, it is unclear why it would not do so during summer school 
programming. One possible hypothesis is that middle- and higher-income students, 
but not low-income students, receive additional benefits from their families. Summer 
school programs do not operate over the entire summer, and some operate only for 
half-days. Thus, family influences on achievement may be greater during the summer 
than during the school year. Another hypothesis is that low-income students do not 
attend as much as their peers from more affluent families. 

Studies of programs that provide books to read at home show differences by 
demographic group. James Kim (2006) found a larger treatment effect for black stu-
dents than for all students. Similarly, Allington et al. (2010) found the largest effects 
for economically disadvantaged students. It could be that, for these students, receiv-
ing books at home differed more significantly from the “status quo” than was the case 
for other students. However, Kim and Guryan (2010) found that the reading-at-home 
program was not effective in a district populated predominately by English language 
learners, which may imply the need to alternate strategies for reaching and advancing 
the summer learning of English language learners and for involving their families in 
this effort. 

Grade

Findings regarding whether summer learning programs are more effective for one age 
group over another are mixed. In their meta-analysis, Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) 
found that summer programs had more positive effects for early primary and second-
ary grades compared to late primary grades. However, in studies that examined the 
effectiveness of the same summer program for multiple grade levels, findings differed. 
In his examination of the effects of a mandatory summer school program in an urban 
district, Matsudaira (2008) found that students in higher grades (late primary, in 
Cooper, Charlton, et al.’s analysis) benefited more from summer school than students 
in third grade. The studies of mandatory summer programming in Chicago (Roderick, 
Engel, and Nagaoka, 2003; Jacob and Lefgren, 2004) and New York City (McCombs, 
Kirby, and Mariano, 2009) included multiple grades but did not identify significant 
differences between grades. 
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Attendance

Studies that examined the link between outcomes and attendance found that increased 
attendance improves outcomes. In a study of New York City’s fifth-grade mandatory 
remediation program, the authors found a threshold effect for mathematics under 
which students who had attended seven to 14 sessions outperformed their peers who 
had attended fewer than seven sessions (McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009, Chap-
ter Eight). 

Compelling evidence regarding the influence of attendance on outcomes comes 
from studies of a randomized controlled trial of a voluntary summer program offered 
over three summers to randomly selected kindergarten and first-grade students in ten 
Baltimore schools. Borman, Benson, and Overman (2005) found that the experimen-
tal effect of offering the program to certain students had no effect on reading achieve-
ment. However, each additional week of attendance in the program was associated 
with a 0.05 standard deviation increase in fall test scores. Analyzing the same data, 
Borman and Dowling (2006) reported positive effects only for those children who 
participated for at least two summers with attendance rates of greater than 39 percent. 
Students who participated less frequently did not outperform their peers who were not 
assigned to the treatment group. The results of this experiment highlight a key chal-
lenge facing voluntary programs: incentivizing attendance so that students will benefit 
from programming. Programs that seek to engage students for consecutive years face 
the additional challenge of incentivizing attendance across multiple years.

A recent study evaluating the effects of a three-year self-selected books-at-home 
intervention found strong, positive effects accrued to participants by the end of the 
three years (Allington et al., 2010). 

Although all of these studies focused on reading, their findings hold promise for 
the benefits of consecutive years of participation in summer learning in general. 

Long-Term Effects

We did not identify any study that examined the effectiveness of summer learning 
programs over the long term. None of the studies in Cooper, Charlton, et al.’s (2000) 
meta-analysis tracked the effects of summer school over time; thus, the authors were 
unable to conclude whether or not gains from summer programs persist. However, a 
handful of studies have examined whether effectiveness persists for one to two years 
after participation. The three studies of mandatory summer programs for students 
at risk of being retained in grade studied outcomes for students either one or two 
years beyond receiving summer instruction. Each of these studies examined the effect 
of summer programming on state assessment outcomes and found gains for partici-
pants relative to comparison students, though none of the studies tracked whether the 
summer program resulted in eventual proficiency (a reported goal of superintendents, 
as discussed in Chapter Five). 
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Matsudaira (2008) examined the effects of a summer program in an unnamed 
large, urban school district on the following year’s assessment performance. He found 
an average positive effect for both mathematics and reading achievement the following 
spring. Jacob and Lefgren (2004) and Roderick, Engel, and Nagaoka (2003) studied 
the effects of the Chicago Public School’s Summer Bridge Program and found that 
positive effects persisted for two years after the summer program. However, Summer 
Bridge did not change the learning trajectory of students during the school year. Simi-
larly, McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano (2009) investigated the impact of New York 
City’s fifth-grade mandatory summer learning program and found that attendance 
had small, positive effects that persisted into the seventh grade. While these studies 
identified short-term, persistent effects, none estimated whether there was any decay of 
effects over the longer term. 

Schacter and Jo (2005) studied the effects of a first-grade summer learning pro-
gram immediately after summer school and at three, six, and nine months after the 
intervention for decoding and reading comprehension. They found that effect sizes for 
decoding were strongest at the first post-test (0.96), positive but reduced at the second 
(0.59), and insignificant at the nine-month post-test. The intervention had strong 
effects for comprehension at the first post-test (1.35); the effects were significant at the 
second post-test (1.25) as well, but they were smaller—though still relatively large—at 
the final post-test (0.47). The authors hypothesized that the decline in effects might 
be associated with reteaching decoding skills to the nontreated students or ineffective 
teaching during the school year.4 

Another hypothesis for this type of decline derives from the work of Scott Paris 
(2005). Paris explained that some reading skills are more constrained than others. In 
other words, some skills are learned quickly, mastered entirely, and thus should not be 
conceptualized as having enduring individual differences. For instance, all students 
will eventually learn the letter and sound relations for lower- and uppercase letters. 
This is a constrained skill—the number of elements to be mastered is small and finite. 
Other skills, such as comprehension, are unconstrained: Individuals can continue to 
further master and enhance these skills over a long period. Treating constrained skills 
as unconstrained in longitudinal measurement can lead to a number of erroneous 
interpretations, including seeing transient effects of interventions that accelerate con-
strained skills. It could be that the decay of the intervention effect for decoding, a rela-
tively constrained skill set, is due in part to the general mastery of this skill by all stu-

4 Schacter and Jo (2005) suggest that the time teachers may have spent during the fall reteaching decoding 
skills, in which the treatment (intervention) students may have already been proficient, may have augmented 
the abilities of the control students prior to the fall assessments. (The post-tests included the Gates-MacGinitie, 
which was administered in September and December 2001 and the Stanford Achievement Test, version 9, which 
was administered in May 2002.) This augmentation may explain the diminished advantage of intervention stu-
dents’ comprehension scores over those of the control population.
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dents in the second grade. Prior research has found that the greatest rate of progress for 
decoding is made in second grade, the year of the post-testing (Aarnoutse et al., 2001). 

Nonacademic Outcomes

We identified only one study that examined the relationship between a summer pro-
gram and nonacademic outcomes. An evaluation of Building Educated Leaders for 
Life (BELL) found positive effects on the degree to which parents encouraged their 
children to read, but it found no influence on students’ academic self-perceptions or 
social behaviors (Chaplin and Capizzano, 2006). Our conceptual framework hypoth-
esizes that secondary nonacademic outcomes may result from improved achievement 
due to the program, but not directly from the program itself. No studies have exam-
ined this hypothesis.

Components of Quality Summer Learning Programs

One key question is whether the structural components of the programs, such as the 
duration, nature of the curricula, and teacher characteristics, contribute to different 
outcomes. Here, we explore the available literature on the components of high-quality 
programs. Some of these suggestions emerged from the research literature while others 
were drawn from expert opinion.

Smaller Class Sizes

Smaller class size is thought to provide teachers with more time to work individually 
with students and to create greater opportunities to differentiate instruction based on 
student needs. Research has found that small class size is associated with program 
effectiveness. Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) found that programs in which class size 
was capped at 20 students were more effective in producing achievement gains. 

Differentiated Instruction

Summer programs that intended to provide individualized instruction were more effec-
tive than programs without this intention (Cooper, Charlton, et al., 2000). Similarly, 
research and experts recommend that teachers work with small learning groups (Boss 
and Railsback, 2002; Beckett, 2008). Differentiated or individualized instruction is an 
intended component in many classrooms; however, it is often difficult for teachers to 
implement. When faced with large class sizes and a broad range of ability levels, dif-
ferentiation is a challenge. Summer programs with smaller class sizes should provide an 
opportunity for teachers to offer more individualized instruction to students.
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High-Quality Instruction

As during the regular school year, instructional quality is directly related to improved 
achievement. In efforts to ensure high-quality instruction, experts recommend provid-
ing professional development to teachers (Bell and Carrillo, 2007; Boss and Railsback, 
2002; Denton, 2002; McLaughlin and Pitcock, 2009). High-quality instruction may 
also be enhanced by enacting hiring practices that give preference to effective and 
motivated teachers and by providing teachers with support during the summer pro-
gram through coaching (McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009).

Aligned School-Year and Summer Curricula

Aligning the school-year and summer curricula also may improve the effectiveness of 
summer programming (Boss and Railsback, 2002; McLaughlin and Pitcock, 2009; 
Beckett, 2008). This content alignment can take two forms. First, the content of 
summer programs might be aligned with that of the prior grade to provide remedia-
tion on core concepts that students have failed to master. Second, the content could 
align to the upcoming school year so that students have previewed core concepts and 
have a head start toward mastery. 

Engaging and Rigorous Programming

Many of the experts also recommend expanding the curriculum beyond remediation 
(Bell and Carrillo, 2007; Boss and Railsback, 2002; McLaughlin and Pitcock, 2009; 
Beckett, 2008). This recommendation is intended to promote comprehensive programs 
that go beyond “drill-and-kill” instruction and provide students with (1) expanded 
learning through innovative instruction that accelerates learning and (2) opportunities 
for enrichment. There are two reasons for this recommendation. First, for students to 
benefit from additional instruction, they must attend. Providing students with inter-
esting, engaging enrichment opportunities is considered a method of promoting atten-
dance in voluntary programs. Second, some experts also want the instructional meth-
ods and experiences of summer to feel different for students and to propel students 
forward in their learning.

Maximized Participation and Attendance

Because we know that students need to attend these programs to benefit from them 
(Borman, Benson, and Overman, 2005; Borman and Dowling, 2006; McCombs, 
Kirby, and Mariano, 2009), recruiting students into the programs and then maintain-
ing their attendance are critical. Options for recruiting include mandating the program 
and incentivizing participation. Incentives could include payments, prizes, parental 
pledges, parental benefits, bus passes, and enrichment opportunities. The main ques-
tion here is whether to mandate participation; however, mandating attendance is 
improbable without the threat of retention in grade, which would apply to only a very 
small percentage of students who would benefit from summer programming.
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Sufficient Duration

Research shows a link between dosage and achievement outcomes; however, it does 
not clearly specify the appropriate duration for summer programs. McLaughlin and 
Pitcock (2009) recommend that programs be a minimum of 80 hours in total, while 
Winship et al. (2005) recommend that programs be constructed with a much higher 
number of hours (360)—nine hours a day, five days a week, for eight weeks. 

Involved Parents

Cooper, Charlton, et al. (2000) found that programs that included a parental involve-
ment component were associated with more positive achievement effects than those 
that did not. There are a number of reasons that involving parents might be an effective 
component of a summer program. First, gaining parental buy-in for a program should 
increase enrollment and attendance. Second, outreach to parents can include informa-
tion about methods of expanding learning opportunities in the home, which could 
increase at-home learning as well.

Evaluations of Effectiveness

Program quality can be strengthened through evaluation (Bell and Carrillo, 2007; 
Boss and Railsback, 2002; Denton, 2002; McLaughlin and Pitcock, 2009; Beckett, 
2008). By evaluating what works well and what does not, providers can make adjust-
ments that improve program quality in later years. In addition, establishing an evalua-
tion can help clarify program objectives, levers of change, and needed supports. 

Overall, the programs with evaluations that we studied tended to align their 
summer programming with many of the recommendations presented here. For instance, 
the programs examined in the rigorous studies provided reading and/or mathematics 
instruction, used a curriculum that aligned with the school-day curriculum, had small 
class sizes (typically 15 or fewer students), provided professional development oppor-
tunities to teachers in an effort to improve quality and consistency, and included an 
evaluation component. 

In addition to these recommendations, the National Summer Learning Associa-
tion posts quality recommendations for program infrastructure and delivery of pro-
gramming (Table 3.1) for summer learning programs that provide a comprehensive, 
enriching learning experience for students and provide a “unique summer culture” that 
differs from the school year.

While many of these recommendations align with those recommended by others 
(e.g., individualizing instruction, evaluating program effectiveness, providing staff with 
professional development, developing external partnerships), they also move beyond 
them by calling for long-term funding plans, a clear vision, development of a summer 
culture, and recruitment of culturally competent staff.
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Table 3.1
National Summer Learning Association Quality Standards

Category Recommendations

Program infrastructure

Purpose Program has mission and vision statements that are grounded in the needs 
of its community. 

Program sets annual goals for youth and for the organization that drive a 
continuous cycle of data collection, evaluation, and quality improvement. 

Program has evidence that it is meeting its goals and the needs of 
stakeholders. 

Finance and  
sustainability

Program develops and implements a clear strategic plan and aligned 
fundraising plan. 

Program shares information about the program with key stakeholders to 
promote sustainability. 

Planning Program is designed to allocate enough time, staff, and resources to 
promote positive academic and developmental youth outcomes. 

Program has a proactive summer program planning process that is inclusive 
of all key stakeholders and connected to the goals of the program. 

Program has a comprehensive structure in place for all programming 
throughout the summer, in advance of the session. 

Staff Program’s recruitment and staffing process intentionally yields culturally 
competent staff with relevant skills. 

Program staff is empowered to manage the program and has a voice in 
organizational decisions. 

Program provides extensive opportunities for staff development and 
advancement before, during, and after the session. 

Partnerships Program builds and maintains strong linkages with partners, including 
community organizations, the public school system, and government 
agencies, that are supportive of its mission and have a vested interest in the 
program’s success. 

Program has a formal structure for communication and data sharing with all 
key external partners. 

Program builds and maintains strong linkages with families. 

Point of service

Individualized Program assesses young people’s needs early in the program and develops 
individualized strategies for meeting program goals. 

Intentional activity planning and execution shows intentional focus on meeting 
learning goals and use of research-based instructional methods. 

Integrated Programming builds skills, knowledge, and behaviors that promote 
academic success and healthy development. 

activities show a blend of academic strategies and social/emotional 
development strategies throughout the entire day.

Unique program  
culture

Program creates a “summer culture” that is different from the school year 
and promotes a sense of community.

SOUrCe: national Summer Learning association, undated(b).
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Conclusions

Research shows that voluntary summer programs, mandatory summer programs, 
and at-home reading programs can all have positive effects on student achievement. 
It appears that increased productive learning time on academic tasks leads to achieve-
ment gains (or the mitigation of loss) for students. 

However, summer learning programs do not guarantee positive achievement for 
enrollees. Students need to attend regularly, and programming needs to be high-quality 
and aligned with student needs. Research indicates that several factors may be related 
to improved program effectiveness, including provision of individualized instruction, 
parental involvement, and small class sizes. In addition, expert opinion generated from 
studies of summer school and regular school suggests that high-quality instruction 
(ensured through careful hiring and professional development), aligning academic 
content with school-year content, maximizing student participation and attendance, 
providing engaging learning experiences, and evaluating outcomes will all contribute 
to high-quality summer programming. 

Summer learning programs can have short-term effects, but what is more com-
pelling to decisionmakers is the effectiveness of programming over the long term. If 
gains fade by the next spring, summer programming may not be worth the investment 
relative to other interventions. A few studies have looked at whether effects carry over 
for two years and have found that positive effects persist (Jacob and Lefgren, 2004; 
McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009). However, no study has addressed whether 
those gains persist after two years. In addition, not enough research has examined the 
effectiveness of participating in multiple years of summer programming. Given that  
the effects of summer learning loss are cumulative, it is reasonable to hypothesize  
that summer learning gains due to programming might be cumulative as well. Indeed, 
one study of an at-home reading program confirms this hypothesis. However, the one 
study of a multiyear classroom-based summer program highlighted the problems of 
getting students to attend frequently enough to reap benefits. Thus, a key question that 
remains is whether one can construct a voluntary, classroom-based summer program 
that sustains high attendance levels to increase the possibility of cumulative effects. 

The next two chapters address other obstacles that districts face in developing 
summer learning programs: cost (Chapter Four) and implementing, sustaining, and 
scaling high-quality programs (Chapter Five).
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CHaPter FOUr

Costs of Summer Programming

This chapter examines the costs of providing a particular kind of summer program-
ming: programs that operate at scale (which we define as 1,000 or more students) with 
a focus on academics that are delivered primarily to disadvantaged children in grades 
K–8. The goal is to identify both the monetary and in-kind costs of this type of pro-
gram, which we refer to in this chapter as a “summer learning program,” to provide 
useful information to school districts that wish to develop these programs. To this end, 
we addressed four questions: 

• What are the respective costs of externally led and school district–led summer 
learning programs that serve a large number of students? 

• What are the sources of cost variation across these summer learning programs? 
• Do school districts spend less on summer learning programs than on the aca-

demic school year on a per-pupil, per-week basis? 
• What are the typical funding sources for summer learning programs? 

To answer these questions, we first reviewed the literature on summer learning 
program costs, the findings from which are summarized here. Because these estimates 
did not capture the full costs of large-scale, academically oriented programs, we con-
ducted our own data collection from seven providers to develop more comprehensive 
cost estimates. We also collected information on the sources of funds typically used 
to operate summer programs, which we also report in this chapter. We describe our 
costing methods in general terms here and provide a more detailed account in the 
appendix. To maintain source anonymity, discussions of cost and resource data do not 
identify the providers.

Evidence from the Literature

To our knowledge, there has been no comprehensive cost study of summer school–
only programs. (Chapter One includes a description of the methods for our literature 
review.) The best approximation of such a study is The Wallace Foundation report  
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The Cost of Quality Out-of-School-Time Programs (Grossman et al., 2009), which sepa-
rates summer costs from year-round OST programming. For our purposes, their cost 
estimates—approximately $2–$4 per slot per hour—are of limited value because they 
include all types of summer programs (both academically oriented and not), and the 
programs are a part of year-round OST offerings rather than summer-only programs, 
in which per-slot, per-hour costs are likely higher.1 

To obtain estimates for large-scale, academically oriented programs offered 
during the summer only (and not year-round), we identified five reports on indi-
vidual programs that included sufficient cost information to derive rough estimates.  
Table 4.1 summarizes estimates presented in those reports. From these figures, we 
estimate a cost range of $7 to $14 per slot per hour.2 Even these costs likely underes-
timate the actual costs of summer programming, however. First, they do not examine 
full program expenditures, which would capture all monetary outlays for components 
of the program such as staffing, curricular development, materials, facilities, food, and 
transportation. Instead, the reports typically considered what it might cost to operate a 
summer program by examining only the total revenues allocated by one source of funds 
that was intended to cover most of the costs of the program. Since most programs draw 
on more than one source of funding (e.g., school district transportation and facili-
ties budgets, the federally subsidized meal program, program funds set aside for the 
summer learning program), considering only one funding source can underestimate 
the full costs. Second, these estimates overlook the value of nonmonetary services or 
hidden costs, such as the value of donated goods and services provided by volunteers, 
which can reduce direct outlays for staffing, and, according to one study (Grossman et 
al., 2009) account for about 15 percent of a typical summer program’s budget. 

Finally, to take a summer or OST program to scale usually requires the addi-
tion of central office staff to coordinate or oversee the functions of the program’s mul-
tiple sites. Looking across studies pertaining to either summer or OST programming, 
we found only one that distinguished the level at which costs were incurred. In a 

1 Note that we refer to the program cost per slot rather than per enrollee. Cost per enrollee is the total cost of 
the program divided by its total enrollment (Grossman et al., 2009). Cost per slot is the total cost of the program 
divided by average daily attendance (i.e., the typical number of students present on any given day). Especially in 
the case of summer school, expressing costs by slot better represents the true costs of a program per individual 
because it divides the cost of services by the typical number of recipients who consumed them. As described in 
the appendix, we believe that expressing costs in units of slots rather than enrollment is the most fair and rea-
sonable way to present a range of summer learning program costs. This approach takes into account the elevated 
rates of absenteeism that summer learning programs often encounter relative to compulsory schooling during 
the academic year. However, since many school districts budget for summer programs based on projected total 
enrollment rather than total slots, we also discuss costs per enrollee in the appendix.
2 The per-enrollee cost is lower than the per-slot cost of a given program, since total enrollments exceed average 
daily attendance (slots). Grossman et al. (2009) reported that per-enrollee costs were 75 percent of per-slot costs 
for the summer portion of year-round OST programs. We assumed the same relationship between enrollee and 
slot costs for the five academically oriented summer programs.
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study of a year-round after-school literacy-based program that served approximately  
5,000 elementary-age children annually in five California cities, Arbreton et al. (2008) 
estimated that 44 percent of total expenses were incurred at the city level. Of these 
expenditures, 71 percent were directed to salaries for positions such as literacy direc-
tors, operations directors, and executive directors. Facilities costs accounted for 9 per-
cent of city-level expenditures. This example indicates that central office–level expenses 
can command a significant share of an overall summer learning program budget. Note 
that the three highest cost estimates of the five summer-only program studies listed in 
Table 4.1 at least partially included the cost of central planning and oversight, whereas 
the two lowest cost estimates did not. 

Cost Estimates for Select Summer Learning Programs

To capture the full costs of academically oriented summer learning programs and to 
analyze the factors that most influenced their costs, we conducted our own data col-
lection from seven selected programs: six classroom-based summer learning programs 
and one books-only summer program. We selected these programs in one of two ways. 
In some cases, we obtained a high-quality research report that identified positive effects 
of the particular summer program on students’ academic outcomes. In other cases, 
we interviewed summer learning experts who recommended the programs as meet-
ing four conditions: they are currently operational, they serve at least 1,000 children 
at any level between kindergarten and eighth grade, they are reputed to provide high-
quality programming or they have high-quality evaluations of student outcomes that 
indicate success, and they are centrally run to provide a relatively uniform experience 
across multiple school sites. We identified a total of seven classroom-based summer 
programs that met these criteria, and six agreed to share cost data with us. We included 
the books-only program based on recent research about its effects (James Kim, 2006; 
Kim and White, 2008) to examine the costs of a summer learning program that is not 
classroom-based. These seven programs by no means generalize to all summer learn-
ing provider types in the United States, but based on interviews with experts, we have 
some confidence that the programs included here are representative of a relatively small 
group of high-quality programs that serve a large number of students. To maintain 
anonymity, we refer to these programs as Providers A through G.

Through semistructured phone interviews with the directors or financial offi-
cers of these programs, we sought to collect the complete set of actual expenditures 
and in-kind services associated with the provision of the program, including central 
office administrative functions, such as quality assurance and fundraising, and site-
level functions, such as instruction, student transportation, and meal provision. Four 
primary factors determine a program’s cost: 
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• Enrollment. The number of children, their age distribution, the percentage who 
actually attend, and their level of needs all affect cost. 

• Quantity. Quantity refers to the number of hours per day, days per week, and 
weeks per year that a program operates. Often, programs that operate for a greater 
combined total number of hours can distribute the fixed costs of operating a pro-
gram across a greater number of hours, thus reducing the hourly cost per enrollee.

• Quality. The quality of the program, as measured by structural elements such as 
student-to-instructor ratios, minimum education and training required of instruc-
tors, and the quality of the physical environment, as well as by process measures 
such as classroom management techniques, use of class time, and teacher-child 
interactions, also affects the cost.

• Prices of resources. Prices of resources can differ substantially, depending on the 
regional costs of goods and services, the characteristics of the local teacher labor 
market (where a more senior demographic can drive up costs), and accessibility 
to the program (where the availability of public transit systems, for example, can 
obviate the need for the provision of pupil transportation). 

To standardize our estimates across programs that, in practice, operate for a differ-
ent number of hours per day and weeks per year, we constructed per-slot, per-summer 
estimates in two steps. First, we multiplied the actual per-hour, per-slot administra-
tive, instructional, and curriculum costs for each program (which are based only on 
those cost categories for which data were uniformly available)3 by a uniform number of 
six hours per day and five weeks per summer. To each program’s cost, we then added 
imputed values for transportation, school facilities, and food.4 Although each program 
does not in actuality provide the same level of school facilities, food, and transportation 
to its students, we applied these costs as if they did to (1) account for these costs in cases 
in which the information was missing and (2) hold constant those elements of a summer 
programming that do not relate to instructional staff, curriculum, or administration. 
These latter three cost categories are of the utmost interest, as discussed next. 

Figure 4.1 presents our best estimates of what it would cost for school districts 
and external providers to offer a summer learning program to a large number of stu-
dents for six hours a day over five weeks in the summer. They range from $7 to $19 per 
slot per hour, which includes costs for classroom-based programming and uniform, 
imputed values for the cost of food, transportation, and facilities. (We applied these 

3 These cost categories include central office administration and site-level costs for staff wages and benefits, 
instructional and administrative materials, staff development, and contracted services. See Table A.1 in the 
appendix for details and costs for each category. 
4 These imputed per-slot, per-summer costs were $181 for facilities, $59 for transportation, and $105 for food. 
We did not apply costs for facilities, food, or transportation to the books-only program because it does not require 
any of these expenditures during the summer. Costs for food at this program’s three family literacy nights are 
included, however. 
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imputed values to each program because only a subset of programs tracked these costs. 
The costs for transportation, food, and facilities are considered later in this chapter.) 
This corresponds to $1,109–$2,801 per slot per summer. 

As the figure shows, programs led by external providers (Providers A, B, and C) 
are generally more expensive than those led by districts (Providers D, E, and F). (We 
explain the reasons behind these differences in the next section.) Providers A, B, and 
C are national nonprofit organizations that operate in multiple cities in the United 
States and serve at least 1,000 students apiece. Each operates a school-based model 
that provides academic instruction and enrichment activities. Provider A directly oper-
ates its program by partnering with public school districts to operate summer learning 
programs that primarily target disadvantaged youth. In contrast, Providers B and C 
have affiliates that are usually led by private schools or, sometimes, nonprofit organiza-
tions. These, too, target disadvantaged students, though Provider C also targets high-
achieving youth. 

The district-led providers (Providers D, E, and F) each operate a summer program 
within their given district in some but not all school campuses. They, too, offer aca-
demic instruction and enrichment activities during the day. None is strictly remedial, 
but the programs tend to target disadvantaged or underperforming youth. 

The seventh program (Provider G) is the books-at-home program and the only 
one included here that does not deliver academic content in classrooms led by adults. 
In this program, elementary-aged students receive three teacher-taught lessons during 
the spring of the regular school year and then are mailed ten books during the summer. 

Figure 4.1
Cost Estimates for Selected Summer Learning Programs, per Slot per Summer, 2009

NOTE: The hourly rate for core services was applied to a hypothetical 25-day summer schedule of six 
hours per day. The total also includes uniform, imputed values for food, transportation, and facilities. 
Costs adjusted to U.S. national average to account for regional differences in the price of labor.
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Each book is matched to the child’s interest and reading skill level. Aside from the 
books themselves, the cost of the program includes three family literacy events held 
during the summer, as well as program administration, including mailing, data col-
lection, and pre- and post-testing of children in the program.5 Although Provider G 
served fewer than 1,000 students, we include it to offer a cost contrast to the classroom-
based models of the other six. 

Not surprisingly, the summer books-only program was far less expensive, costing 
$245 per slot per summer. As described in Chapter Two, books-only programs have 
been shown to improve reading scores; however, classroom-based programs may result 
in additional positive outcomes that the books-only programs cannot effect, such as 
mathematics achievement and improvements in safety, nutrition, behavioral or social 
outcomes, or recreational opportunities during the summer. 

In light of the small number of providers in this sample and the lack of data about 
certain in-kind resources, the data reported should be interpreted as suggestive, lower-
bound estimates of the funding levels required for the provision of summer learn-
ing programs. Despite its limitations, this cost analysis provides new insight into the 
structure and costs of summer learning programs that serve large numbers of students. 
They offer information about a hypothetical scenario in which each program operates 
for the same duration and offers the same level of transportation, food, and facilities to 
isolate the factors related to the administration of the summer learning programs (i.e., 
core services).

Sources of Cost Variation Across Programs

To understand the sources of the variation in overall estimated costs shown in  
Figure 4.1, we turn to a more detailed breakdown of the costs for summer learning 
programs. We present these costs in terms of two broad categories: core services and 
supportive services. In core services, we include central office costs, the cost of site-
based instruction, administrative costs, and the costs of materials, such as books, and 
supplies. In supplemental services, we include food, facilities, and transportation, the 
costs of which were more difficult to track. 

Core Services: Central Office and Site-Based Instructional and Administrative Costs

In this section, we focus on the costs of operating the central office and the site-level 
costs associated with instruction and administration. Note that because the books-
only program did not have this structure, we exclude it from this discussion. However, 
the detailed costs for the program are reported in the appendix.

5 Note that the books-only program cost estimates exclude the three lessons offered by teachers during the aca-
demic year.
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Although we collected cost data from six classroom-based providers, they in fact 
operate what are eight distinct programs. Provider C is a national program with affili-
ates that either are hosted by private schools or are themselves nonprofit organizations. 
The nonhosted affiliates that are nonprofit organizations bear a greater proportion of 
the total economic costs of the program than do the affiliates hosted at private schools, 
which subsidize the costs of administration, facilities, and food. To isolate the unsub-
sidized costs of the program, in the appendix, we separately report average costs for 
hosted sites (i.e., affiliates operated by and at private school campuses) and the average 
costs for nonhosted sites (i.e., where nonprofit organizations run the summer program). 
In this section, however, we list only the hosted sites for Provider C, since its core 
summer school services do not differ between hosted and nonhosted sites. 

We break Provider D into two parts in Table 4.2 to reflect the distinct program-
matic differences between its morning academic program (funded by one source) and 
its afternoon program, which serves only a portion of the morning students (and is 
funded by another source). Whereas the morning session consists of instruction in 
math and English language arts by certified public school teachers, the afternoon con-
sists of art and recreational sessions led by community-based artists. For Provider D, 
however, we add these costs together to provide per-summer per-slot and per-hour per-
slot estimates, as shown in Figures 4.1 and 4.2, respectively. 

Figure 4.2 shows costs for core services ranging from $5 to $16 per slot per hour 
for the summer learning programs. As described earlier, the amounts uniformly exclude 
the cost of food, transportation, and facilities, even for programs that track expendi-
tures on those items. This was done for two reasons: Only a subset of programs tracked 
these costs, and school districts routinely provide these services from funds outside 
summer learning program budgets. (The costs of transportation, food, and facilities are 
considered in a subsequent section.) 

There are three primary reasons that externally led summer learning programs 
have more expensive core services: differences in class size, central office functions, 
and nonstaff costs, such as books and supplies. First, the single largest effect on cost 
is the student-to-instructor ratio, even after adjusting for variance in the programs’ 
minimum requirements for their instructors. The externally led programs have lower 
ratios, as shown in Table 4.2.6 The least expensive program, on an hourly basis (Pro-
vider D), had by far the largest student-to-instructor ratio (18.4 students per teacher), 

6 Although the student-to-teacher ratio was the program element most highly correlated with cost, differences 
in minimum teacher qualifications had the second strongest effect on costs. Although the public school districts 
hired certified teachers for at least the morning (academic) portion of the summer program, they typically hired 
fewer instructors per student than the other programs. Thus, the extra cost associated with hiring certified teach-
ers was offset by the savings realized from the increased student-to-teacher ratio (see the appendix for detailed 
costs per classroom teacher per hour). For example, Providers D and E placed a certified teacher as a lead instruc-
tor in each classroom but did not pair them with aides in every classroom. Almost all other programs, by contrast, 
blended their instructional staff by pairing certified or lead/mentor teachers (usually a year-round teacher in either 
public or private school) with assistant teachers enrolled in high school or college.
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and it also served the greatest number of students (which can help achieve economies 
of scale). In contrast, the most expensive program had 3.4 students per instructor. The 
most expensive program within a school district is the one that most closely approxi-
mated the student-to-instructor ratio of externally led programs (Provider F, with  
3.8 students per classroom-based adult). Externally led providers typically spent almost 
$3 more per slot per hour on school instructors and school administrators than did 
public school district programs. 

Second, externally led programs incurred greater costs to run their central offices. 
They spent an average of $1.80 more per slot per hour on central office functions than 
did school districts. The most obvious reason is that the central office in an externally 
led organization performed more functions than a district’s summer school central 
office. As national nonprofit organizations, the externally led providers had staff who 
raised funds for the organization or affiliates; traveled to oversee the quality of the pro-
vision of services at providers’ sites; recruited sites, teachers, and students; and devel-
oped curricula. These providers also expended funds on operating costs, such as leasing 
and maintaining the central office space, information technology, accounting, and tax 
services, costs that school districts often absorbed in budgets separate from summer 
school. 

District-led providers, on the other hand, did not perform all of these functions. 
They tended to employ fewer district staff to operate their summer learning programs. 
Only Provider F employed multiple full-time-equivalent (FTE) staff members to 
work on summer programming, and this was due, in part, to its first-year status and 

Figure 4.2
Cost Estimates for Core Summer Services, per Slot per Hour, 2009

NOTE: All estimates shown exclude the cost of supportive services (food, transportation, facilities). Costs 
adjusted to U.S. national average to account for regional differences in the price of labor.
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larger fixed costs to develop the curriculum, market the program, and recruit teachers. 
The districts we surveyed also typically encountered fewer fundraising requirements, 
although they did report pressure to raise private funds, as documented in the section 
“Financial Sources for Summer School Programming,” later in this chapter. In addi-
tion, they incurred minimal or no within-district travel costs to oversee sites. They 
recruited from a preexisting pool of public school teachers (many of whom already 
work in the school during the rest of the year), used school district office space at no 
programmatic cost, and typically incurred lower student recruitment costs. 

Finally, in addition to central office costs, externally led providers expended 
slightly more on average than districts on the nonstaff costs incurred at the school level 
(operating costs such as books, supplies, field trips, and information technology). Pro-
viders A, B, and C expended almost $1 more per slot per hour on school-based nonstaff 
costs compared to districts that had been operating their programs for multiple years 
(i.e., Providers D and E). While externally led providers may incur greater expenses 
than the two school districts for increased field trips (for example), it is also probable 
that district-led providers obtained a greater proportion of their funds for back-office 
functions from sources external to the summer school budget relative to externally led 
providers. 

Supportive Services: Meals, Facilities, and Transportation

In addition to the cost of core services, each of the six classroom-based programs also 
incurred expenses for meals, facilities, and transportation. Yet funds for these expenses, 
particularly meals and facilities, often came from sources outside summer school pro-
gram budgets and thus they were not uniformly tracked. For example, Provider A’s 
sites typically paid for only a portion of the cost of facilities ($0.70 per slot per hour, 
on average) because Provider A required school districts to provide this access in kind. 
Likewise, Provider A’s sites did not pay for food. Instead, funds for meals came from 
districts’ school nutrition programs, which partially or fully subsidized the cost of 
meals for students in public schools during summer months. Finally, some programs 
did not offer transportation at all, whereas others offered it at a level that matched bus 
service provided during the school year. 

The patchwork of subsidies for and monetary expenditures on facilities, food, and 
transportation rendered direct comparisons of each service across each program impos-
sible. However, in a few cases, programs did pay for the full costs associated with the 
respective services, providing some insight into the potential per-hour and per-summer 
costs of each.7 

By virtue of an organizational difference among its affiliates, Provider C, in par-
ticular, sheds light on costs that are often hidden. A minority of Provider C’s affili-

7 Note that all figures discussed here are included in the detailed cost data set in the appendix and have been 
adjusted to reflect the national average cost in 2009 dollars.
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ates were themselves nonprofit organizations leasing space at school sites, while the 
majority of affiliates were run by and at private schools. Private school affiliates offered 
a wide range of in-kind goods and services that the nonprofit affiliates typically did 
not receive, such as office space and related amenities, photocopying and scanning 
capabilities, utilities, equipment (such as computers and software), telecommunication 
and Internet access, website maintenance, insurance, bookkeeping, accounting and tax 
services, maintenance and janitorial services, postage, certain classroom supplies, and 
full use of classroom and athletic facilities at the host campus. The net difference of  
$349 per student per summer between nonhosted and hosted sites indicates the com-
bined value of such services. 

Disaggregating some of these costs, nonhosted Provider C affiliates spent addi-
tional increments (on a per-slot, per-summer basis) on the following services: $28 for 
administrative services, $20 for student recruitment, $63 for contracted services like 
accounting, and $181 for facilities. Since all other programs used classroom space at 
a subsidized rate or even gratis, $181 per slot per summer (or $1.21 per slot per hour) 
is the only approximation we found of the full costs associated with the use of school 
buildings among the seven selected programs we studied.8 

There are, however, more data on transportation. All three public school districts 
we studied offered transportation for children enrolled in their summer programs, 
whereas only some externally led school sites did so. In the districts, these costs were 
$0.29 per slot per hour for Provider D, $0.50 per slot per hour for Provider E, and 
$2.08 per slot per hour for Provider F (or $46, $60, and $338 per slot per summer, 
respectively). Since Provider F’s program was in its first year, it is likely that Provid-
ers D and E offered more seasoned estimates. Nevertheless, a large variation in trans-
portation costs remains and is due, in part, to differences in distance traveled. The 
large variance indicates the importance of incorporating local factors into transporta-
tion estimates. For the purposes of imputing costs for transportation to develop per- 
summer cost estimates, we used the average per-slot, per-hour cost of transportation 
from Providers D and E only.9

The minimum cost expended on meals was the per-pupil, per-meal rate for the 
federally subsidized breakfast and lunch programs in public school districts. But some 
providers (Provider F, in particular) sought to provide higher-quality meals as a mar-
keting tool and to increase the nutritional value of the food. The per-slot, per-hour cost 

8 As an interesting point of contrast, the San Francisco Unified School District leases school facilities to third 
parties during summer months. It publishes a tiered rate schedule by the day or week and by the number of class-
rooms. For example, a weekly rate for the use of 10–15 classrooms was $1,165 in summer 2010. Assuming that 
a summer school day that is five hours long and serves an average of six children per classroom, each day nets to 
a facilities cost of $0.78 per slot per hour. The 2010 rate schedule is no longer available online; for the 2011 rate 
schedule, see San Francisco Unified School District (2011).
9 As noted elsewhere, these costs were first adjusted to 2009 dollars and averaged nationally across each pro-
vider’s programs.
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of meals ranged from a low of $0.47 (Provider E) to a high of $2.14 (Provider F). This 
equates to a range of $54 to $348 per slot. 

How Summer Costs Compare to School-Year Costs

Given the constraints on resources, it would be ideal to compare the long-term benefits 
and costs of summer school to those of other educational interventions to test their rel-
ative merits. Yet education, as compared to other sectors such as health, has a relatively 
small set of studies that compare the costs and effectiveness of respective interventions 
(Ross, Barkaoui, and Scott, 2007). Because the long-term effects of summer learning 
programs are unknown, we instead sought to contextualize the total cost estimates pre-
sented here by comparing them to weekly per-slot costs during the school year. 

We found that summer programming offered by a district tends to be less expen-
sive on a per-week, per-pupil basis than education costs during the academic year:

• Provider D’s summer program cost $221 per slot per week, compared to the $400 
per slot per week spent during the school year (56 percent). 

• Provider E’s summer program cost $309 per slot per week in the summer com-
pared to the $490 per slot per week spent during the academic year (63 percent). 

• By contrast, Provider F’s summer program cost more per week than expenditures 
during the regular school year. Provider F’s summer program cost $524 per slot 
per week in the summer compared to the $431 per slot per week spent during the 
academic year (121 percent). However, Provider F’s costs were outliers, which may 
be due, in part, to start-up costs associated with its first year of operation. 

There are several reasons that the costs of Provider D and Provider E’s district-led 
summer learning program were significantly lower than the cost of their compulsory 
schooling. In our interviews, school district administrators attributed the lower costs 
primarily to the significantly reduced level of support services for special education stu-
dents and English language learners. In addition, the district provided fewer support 
services to schools during the summer session (e.g., curricular planning, accountability, 
reporting). Finally, certified teachers worked for reduced wages relative to academic-
year wages, and summer learning programs used lower-cost staff for enrichment activi-
ties provided for half the day. 

Financial Sources for Summer School Programming

Because funding was identified as the greatest challenge facing school districts that 
wish to offer summer programming, we sought information from the literature and 
conducted interviews with administrators in five school districts to identify key fund-
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ing sources. Because some but not all of the districts are included among those for 
which we report costs, we refer to the districts here as District 1 through District 5. 
Five school districts are large, and we selected them because they currently operate 
publicly funded elementary or middle school summer learning programs that summer 
learning experts identified as innovative or of high quality. 

Although funding for individual programs can vary from year to year, summer 
programs tend to draw on a common set of public and private funding sources  
(Fairchild, Smink, and Stewart, 2009). 

Federal Funding Sources

Among federal sources that often fund summer school, some are designed to support 
academic achievement while others are oriented toward child care, nutrition, and sup-
port to low-income families. These federal resources are generally allocated to states 
and communities through a variety of finance vehicles, including entitlement pro-
grams, which guarantee that all who are eligible are served by the program, and for-
mula or block grants that provide states or communities with a fixed amount of fund-
ing. While our discussion focuses on the main federal sources of funding, they are only 
a few of the 103 funding sources that were identified by Dobbins-Harper and Bhat 
(2007) that could be used for youth program development initiatives.

More than 50,000 public schools across the country use Title I funding to pro-
vide additional learning opportunities for students at risk of failing to meet state and 
local academic standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Title I grants are 
intended for schools with high percentages of children from low-income families, and 
they are provided to local education authorities (i.e., school districts), which then allo-
cate funds to schools to help students who are at risk of not meeting the state aca-
demic standards. School districts that offer summer programming for disadvantaged 
students often devote a portion of their Title I allocation to fund it, as is described 
later. Note that, although Title I dollars can be used for a variety of programs, they 
are not explicitly targeted to summer programs; thus, summer programming competes 
with other potential uses of Title I funds in any given district. Furthermore, the allow-
able expenditures on Title I summer programs are the same as the allowable expendi-
tures on Title I programs during the regular school year—namely, the use of licensed,  
Title I–certified teachers who supervise aides or paraprofessionals at a ratio of no more 
than two aides per certified teacher. 

Another Elementary and Secondary Education Act–funded provision that can 
be used to provide summer learning opportunities is the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers (21st CCLC) program. The 21st CCLC formula grants are awarded 
to state education agencies, which, in turn, competitively award the funds to school 
districts and applicant nonprofit organizations that have school-community partner-
ships. The goal of a 21st CCLC program is to provide academic enrichment oppor-
tunities for students who attend low-performing schools. The program is designed to 
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operate during nonschool hours (although legislation has been proposed to increase the 
flexibility of the program to fund an increase in school hours).

Title I and 21st CCLC are two examples of frequent sources of federal fund-
ing for district-led summer programming. They can be combined, as is the case in 
District 1, which ran a program that served approximately 9,000 students in summer 
2010. With a local nonprofit organization that provided arts programming, the 
district co-led the program with a combined budget of approximately $3.85 mil-
lion.10 These funds comprised almost $1 million in 21st CCLC funds, $1.5 million 
in Title I funds, $1 million in district general operations funds, $350,000 in Title III 
funds,11 and approximately $100,000 in private philanthropic funds. The 21st CCLC 
funds financed community artists who worked at the school. This model is similar to 
District 2, which used approximately $3.5 million in Title I funds in summer 2010  
to finance the morning portion of a summer program for approximately 6,500 students 
at 30 elementary schools. The 21st CCLC funds provided for an afternoon program 
at fewer than ten of the 30 schools, led by contracted staff through the locality’s rec-
reational department and a CBO that served approximately 900 of the 6,500 children 
with recreational and artist-led activities. 

Additional sources of funds for summer programming pertain to child care. The 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services funds Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) and the Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), which 
are sources of funding for child care. Since seeking employment often requires child 
care, TANF funds can cover the cost of such care for needy families with children. 
Most commonly, TANF dollars are used to supplement CCDF programs to support 
summer child care (see Relave and Flynn-Khan, 2007). CCDF resources, in turn, are 
used to subsidize the cost of child care for children under age 13 and are awarded to 
states according to per capita income, the number of children who are below age 5, 
and the ratio of children who benefit from the National School Lunch Program. The 
child-care services are provided to eligible families through certificates or contracts 
with practitioners that enable parents to select any legally operating child care provider. 
CCDF dollars currently support a variety of OST programs that operate during sum-
mers and school holidays (Child Care Bureau, 2009). None of the school districts in 
our sample relied on these funds for its summer program.

The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development authorizes Commu-
nity Development Block Grants (CDBGs) to develop viable neighborhoods by provid-
ing decent housing, improved living environments, and expanded economic opportu-

10 Note that this figure does not include the cost of food (which was subsidized by the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture meals program), school facilities, or school district staff time, all of which were provided in kind to the 
summer program.
11 Title III is a federal program to provide funds for language instruction for English language learners and 
immigrant students. 
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nities for low- and moderate-income persons. CDBG funds are generally administered 
at the municipal level. While the majority of CDBG funds are typically directed to 
housing or infrastructure-related costs, they can also support OST programs, youth 
involvement, and community school initiatives (Fairchild, Smink, and Stewart, 2009).

Finally, another recent federal source of funding is the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA)—a subset of which has been set aside for School 
Improvement Grants—including a large amount of funding for education that could 
be used toward summer programming. More than $30 billion has been allocated to 
states and districts to support school reform and innovative programming through 
ARRA, and some of these funds were set aside to turn around low-performing schools 
through the School Improvement Grant. This funding was designed to be allocated 
through several existing funding streams, including Title I block grants, Title I Part A 
funding for local districts, the Race to the Top program (which is administered by gov-
ernors and school districts), and the Innovation Fund (Fairchild, Smink, and Stewart, 
2009). Unlike the programs described here, however, it is not anticipated that ARRA 
will be renewed, so it is not a long-term source of funding for summer programs. 

This is a challenge facing District 3, which launched an ARRA-financed summer 
learning program for approximately 2,000 children in summer 2010. The program is 
funded primarily by a $10 million ARRA (Title I) allocation, divided between two 
years of summer programming. Given Title I restrictions, all ARRA-financed morn-
ing and afternoon activities are tied to academic activities, even though the afternoon 
programming is more recreational in nature and provided by contracted CBOs. To 
fund engaging but nonacademic programs (e.g., fencing) that were in high demand by 
students, the district also raised approximately $325,000 in grants from local founda-
tions. While the program has generated considerable enthusiasm and enjoyed strong 
support from the district superintendent, the primary hurdle facing the program is to 
identify funds to sustain it beyond its two-year ARRA commitment.

State Funding Sources

Often, federal funds are used to complement existing state and locally sponsored 
summer youth programs. States have approved education initiatives and referendums, 
and municipalities have raised tax dollars in a variety of ways to fund youth programs 
(Sherman, Deich, and Langford, 2007). Some examples include special tax levies or the 
establishment of a nonprofit intermediary to pool funding sources (National League 
of Cities, 2009).

The Education Commission of the States found that 35 states and the District 
of Columbia have policies that either promote or mandate summer learning programs 
for academic remediation. Many states pay for those programs through their primary 
funding formula for public schools or through categorical funding (Griffith and Zinth, 
2009). When provided through the primary funding formula, state funds are allocated 
to local school districts and schools based on a standard amount and then, depending 
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on the state, allocated in equal or weighted amounts on a per-pupil basis. Categorical 
funds, on the other hand, are designed to reach particular populations of students (e.g., 
high-need, special education, or migrant students) or certain grade levels. However, as 
noted by Griffith and Zinth (2009), information on the exact amount of state funding 
for summer learning programs is not readily available.

In Districts 4 and 5, recurring funds from state initiatives have largely enabled 
the existence of summer programs. District 4’s state legislature enacted a law allo-
cating funds to school districts to provide additional supports to students at risk 
of not graduating from high school. District 4 received $12 million in 2010 under 
this law, half of which was dedicated to after-school programming. Ninety-five per-
cent of the remaining $6 million went to the summer program, which served almost  
5,000 children in summer 2010. In addition, a small portion of funds (totaling less 
than 5 percent of the summer school budget) came from local referendum dollars, a 
state program to fund desegregation, and a small amount of philanthropic donations 
(totaling less than $200,000). With the funds from the state graduation incentive law, 
District 4’s summer school administrator has plans to expand the program in future 
years, although she acknowledges the considerable funding challenge were the summer 
program required to compete with other school district needs for scarce Title I and 
general operations funds.

Similarly, District 5’s state legislature enacted legislation directing funds over a 
period of six years to low-performing, high-poverty schools to fund not only interven-
tions but also preventative programs in early grades. District 5 has chosen to apply 
these funds to extend school time, including a summer program. State statutory mea-
sures to allocate funds to close achievement gaps have provided the foundation for 
districts in the state to choose interventions, and many have chosen summer program-
ming. Collectively, state operational funds and a state program directed at early grades 
provide 85 percent of the $4.9 million that District 5 uses to finance its summer learn-
ing program. 

Private Funding Sources

Private sources, such as philanthropic grants and parental fees, also fund summer pro-
grams. However, the share of private dollars that typically funds summer learning 
programs is unknown. There is more evidence regarding use of private funds for OST 
programs operated during the summer that are not necessarily focused on academics. 
In a survey of 111 non-district-provided “high-quality,” year-round OST programs 
across six major cities, about 40 percent of the program budgets came from private 
funds, 33 percent from public funds, 20 percent from in-kind contributions, and the 
balance from parent fees (Grossman et al., 2009). For teen programs, parental fees (up 
to 2 percent of the budget) were avoided and instead offset with increased private funds 
(Grossman et al., 2009). A separate study found that parental fees accounted for the 
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largest share (80 percent) of summer program revenues, with the remainder from fed-
eral, state, and local governments and from philanthropies (Weiss et al., 2009). 

We are not aware of any summer learning program run by a school district that 
is funded solely through private sources—whether through philanthropic dollars or 
parent fees. In the cases in our sample, district-led programs did not assess parental 
fees, and the philanthropic funds obtained by the district covered only a small portion 
of their total budget (well below 10 percent). However, each district noted the desir-
ability of philanthropic funds because those funds have the fewest restrictions, com-
pared to federal, state, or local public sources. 

Putting It All Together: Achieving Stable Funding Streams

The financial landscape for summer learning programs is stretched across a variety of 
sources, which places the burden of coordinating the many different requirements and 
provisions for those dollars on providers and summer learning advocates (Fairchild, 
Smink, and Stewart, 2009). Private providers who lack direct access to state or federal 
sources confront a more challenging fundraising task. However, a large number of 
school districts have been forced to make cuts to summer funds in the midst of a reces-
sion, placing some of the largest summer learning programs at risk. 

In our interviews, administrators from the five school districts that run summer 
learning programs each independently confirmed the importance of connectedness 
to local politicians and community organizations. When asked which political or 
financial resources they deemed necessary for other school districts that wish to offer 
summer school programming, each stressed the importance of “community connec-
tions,” which meant local capacity on the part of CBOs to offer activities that could 
be included in the summer school programming, as well as support from the superin-
tendent, local politicians, and local foundations. Administrators from two of the five 
districts emphasized the importance of research that documents the positive impact of 
summer school on students’ test scores as a means of obtaining sustained funding for 
summer school. 

Each of the districts operated within constrained funding that caused them to 
make choices to cut programming or costs in either the summer of 2010 or future years 
as a means of sustaining the program. Three of the five districts realized costs savings 
through a reduction in the number of school campuses participating in the summer 
program. Reducing the number of campuses allowed districts to cut overhead costs, 
as fewer buildings needed an administrator and support staff, and it often reduced the 
number of bus transportation routes. However, the trade-off in reduced campuses was 
an increase in the number of enrollees per campus to numbers that were higher than 
they would have liked. In District 1, some of the campus buildings had more than 400 
enrollees in the summer program. 

While funding is undoubtedly the largest challenge facing school districts that 
wish to offer summer programming, district administrators also mentioned using the 
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unique nature of summer learning programs as a marketing tool to raise funds. Admin-
istrators from three of the five districts stressed the independence of the summer learn-
ing program from the regular school year, even calling the summer learning program 
a “school district within a school district.” In other words, summer learning providers 
could advertise to funders that they offer a more diverse, more fun, and more activity-
based program. To underscore the distinction between summer and the academic year, 
one district operated its program in the middle of the summer to prevent overlap of 
the school-based summer and regular-year administrative staff, who are present in the 
building through June. 

Nevertheless, absent consistent funding streams, such as dedicated tax levies, 
fundraising is a challenge for even summer providers with a long and successful track 
record. Programming for a large proportion of students often requires negotiation of 
local politics to secure and retain limited public financial support.

Conclusions

In this chapter, we provided a detailed account of the costs—and cost drivers— 
of selected summer learning programs that we hope will help districts and external pro-
viders decide whether to launch these programs and how to fund them. We conclude 
that providing a summer learning program can cost between $1,109 and $2,801 per 
student per summer for a five-week schedule that includes food, transportation, and 
facilities. We emphasized a number of points about these costs:

• They are lower for districts than they are for external providers.
• They are lower for summer programming than for education during the school 

year.
• The key cost driver is staffing, so lower student-to-instructor ratios have signifi-

cant cost implications. 
• Districts draw on multiple sources of funding at the federal and state levels and 

also cultivate community support from nonprofit organizations, local founda-
tions, and city agencies. 

The costs of summer programs are, of course, above and beyond what districts are 
required by their states to spend on educating students. District officials must there-
fore decide whether they find these programs cost-effective compared to other inter-
ventions. The research summarized in Chapters Two and Three can inform the value 
side of this calculation and identify the practices associated with strong outcomes. If 
district officials decide to support summer learning programs, they will also need to 
make trade-offs between quality and cost. We hope this cost analysis helps outline the 
parameters for those decisions. In the absence of data about the long-term effects of 
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summer learning programs, we found no rigorous evidence on the cost-effectiveness  
of summer learning programs when compared to other potential interventions. 

There are a number of funding sources available to support summer program-
ming. However, for most funding streams, summer programs compete with other pro-
grams that use those funds. When funds have traditionally been used to support other 
programs, it is difficult for leaders to reallocate funding away from existing programs.

Districts and external providers have been able to combine multiple sources of 
support to sustain summer learning programs over time and to launch new programs 
despite the budget crises in so many states and school districts. 

In the next chapter, we offer other information that we hope will help districts, 
external providers, funders, and policymakers decide whether to support summer 
learning programs: the actual experience of district officials and external providers in 
implementing these programs. 
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CHaPter FIVe

Creating and Maintaining Summer Learning Programs: 
Lessons from the Field

This chapter draws on our field work to provide insights into district decisionmak-
ing on summer learning programs. We synthesize interview data on why districts and 
others do, or do not, establish summer learning programs. For those that do provide 
programming, we summarize the barriers they faced in creating, sustaining, and scal-
ing their programs and discuss how they overcame these barriers. We then refer back to 
the quality components presented in Chapter Three in considering how the programs 
we studied strove to ensure quality. This information should be useful to school district 
leaders and others considering or planning summer learning programs. 

To gather this information, we conducted 66 interviews across 19 summer learn-
ing programs. Programs were operated by districts, cities, and other nondistrict pro-
viders, such as national nonprofit summer learning organizations. All the providers 
offered voluntary (and some offered mandatory) summer learning programs for youth 
in the summer of 2010. 

Here, we present the results from the analysis of the data collected during our site 
visits and telephone interviews. We first report the reasons that districts and external 
providers offer summer learning programs and what we learned about their commit-
ment to these programs. We then discuss the risks to and facilitators of programming 
in general. Although we make reference to funding and staffing as key facilitators, we 
refer readers to Chapter Four for a more detailed information of the costs of summer 
learning programs and the funding sources that districts are currently accessing. We 
then turn to the reported challenges and facilitators of ensuring quality. We end this 
chapter with a set of conclusions about district actions to launch, sustain, and scale 
summer learning programs. 

Purposes and Commitments

Summer learning programs are offered to reduce summer learning loss and to prepare 
students to continue their education. However, reasons to offer a summer learning 
program vary within this overarching goal. For example, some programs aim to turn 
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around low-performing schools. Others are targeted to eighth-grade and older stu-
dents, with an expressed goal of reducing the high school dropout rate. Still other pro-
grams are offered only to middle school students, either to improve their achievement 
(e.g., in literacy or algebra) or to prepare them to make the transition to high school. 

Program leaders described other, nonacademic, goals. For example, in Pittsburgh, 
leaders of the middle school summer learning program called the Summer Dreamers 
Academy talked about the importance of developing “soft skills” that their students 
need to be successful in high school and college. These skills include demonstrating 
appropriate behavior, maintaining a positive attitude, public speaking ability, good 
study habits, and the ability to work in teams. Interviewees in Minneapolis reported 
that their program addressed the “opportunity gap.” They were striving to “give . . . 
students the same type of experience that students from middle-class families would 
have.” A representative from the mayor’s office in Baltimore reported that one of the 
city’s goals was to keep students safe during the summer. 

Although these nonacademic goals were espoused as important, many interview-
ees stressed that improved test scores were the most important goal of a school district’s 
leadership. Interviewees in Pittsburgh, for example, lauded the superintendent for envi-
sioning and supporting the program but added that he will not continue to support it 
if the data do not demonstrate that participating students’ English language arts test 
scores have improved. Interviewees in Albuquerque worried that their students’ prog-
ress would not be detected by the district benchmark tests and that the program would 
not be considered effective by the superintendent. Summer program staff there noted 
that students attending summer courses tended to be far below grade level—typically 
two or three years behind. Consequently, they were concerned that students’ progress 
would not be apparent on the benchmark assessment results. They noted that there is 
no way that a summer program could help students who were two years behind catch 
up to their peers. One representative there asked, “Do we really want to make [summer 
programs] mandatory when we are short of money, given the uncertain payoff?” An 
interviewee from a national organization that partners with multiple school districts 
reported that she can demonstrate gains of three to five months over the summer and 
that the superintendent will still want to see the impact on state test scores. Other 
interviewees argued that as state test scores improve, summer programming becomes 
less important. A representative from Classroom, Inc., for example, observed that there 
were fewer summer opportunities throughout the district in New York City when test 
scores were improving.1

1 New York State recently changed its performance-level cut scores and many more students are now being iden-
tified at the lowest-performance level.
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Overcoming Barriers to Launching and Maintaining Programs

Despite the ongoing concerns of some district leaders about the efficacy of summer 
learning programs, there are clearly districts and others committed to providing these 
programs. But even with high-level commitment and support, program leaders encoun-
tered challenges to launching, maintaining, and scaling their programs. We describe 
those challenges here, along with how they were overcome. 

Early Challenges

We asked providers about the challenges they faced as they established their programs. 
Some interviewees described challenges in matching implementation strategies with 
expectations for summer learning programs. For example, the K–3 Plus summer learn-
ing program in Albuquerque was intended to accelerate learning for students in high-
poverty schools so that they would start the school year ready to learn at grade level 
and not need remediation on material learned in the previous grade. The goal was to 
have students take summer classes from the same teacher they would be assigned to in 
the fall. Although this concept seems simple, implementing it proved extraordinarily 
complex. Teachers were not required to teach the summer program, so the teacher-stu-
dent match did not always work. In addition, many teachers came to believe that they 
would have to cover material from the previous grade anyway, because not all students 
who would need remediation enrolled in the summer program. Therefore, teachers 
deviated from the curriculum and site leaders expressed frustration at what they saw as 
unattainable goals.

Another risk to building a summer learning program within a school district is 
the need for buy-in from other district staff members. Well-run district-based summer 
learning programs necessitate support from several district departments, includ-
ing food services, facilities, transportation, libraries, information technology, and, in 
many cases, mathematics and language arts departments. Interviewees in the more 
mature sites reported that they had developed strong relationships with district depart-
ments over time. Sites with recent programs were struggling to navigate the district 
bureaucracy, particularly in the summer, when a lot of district staff take vacations. 
As described later, the ability to start planning for summer school the year before its 
launch was reported as a key facilitator in establishing necessary district support.

Interviewees from relatively new district-based summer learning programs also 
talked about the challenges involved in developing partnerships with local CBOs. 
Many of the district providers we interviewed were partnering with local CBOs to pro-
vide enrichment opportunities for their students. Most of the reported challenges were 
logistical and involved negotiating calls for proposals, contracts, and fee structures. 
Other, more indirect, CBO-related challenges focused on interpreting funding guide-
lines to determine, for example, whether Title I funding could cover programming 
provided by CBO staff. In some cases, certified teachers were asked to work hand-in-
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hand with CBOs to ensure that there were academic components of the enrichment 
programming. 

Ongoing Challenges

Most of the ongoing challenges across the providers were related to funding. District 
administrators worried about what they considered to be the high costs of summer 
programming, based primarily on the costs of hiring certified teachers to teach small 
groups of students, given tight district budgets. As described in Chapter Four, districts 
often pull together funding from multiple sources to support summer learning pro-
grams. Some of this funding comes with strings attached, so program administrators, 
to secure the necessary funding, need to fully investigate what they can use it for and 
plan accordingly.

Other ongoing challenges to maintaining a summer learning program include 
lack of air conditioning and low or uncertain enrollment. As mundane as it might 
sound, the lack of air conditioning has been very problematic in some sites. In Bal-
timore, summer programs had to close for several days due to extreme heat in 2010 
because many school facilities operating programs were not air-conditioned. Once they 
had closed for a few days, they found it difficult to attract students to come back to the 
program. 

Barriers to Scale

Some providers reported challenges to expanding their programs. For example, Min-
neapolis summer learning leaders would like to expand the number of summer learn-
ing weeks (to eight) and the number of days of summer learning per week (to five). 
Their reported challenges go beyond funding and include teacher burnout, conflicts 
with days teachers are required to attend professional development prior to the regular 
school year, and conflicts with facilities work on the schools in the summer. 

Even districts that have the capacity to scale do not necessarily have the interested 
students. None of the programs we examined were capturing more than half of their 
low-performing student populations. In Albuquerque, enrollment had grown but the 
program was still operating below capacity. In Baltimore, the programs were also oper-
ating below capacity. There were 6,000 middle school students eligible for the program 
and funding for 2,000 of them, but only 1,200 students enrolled. 

Overcoming Barriers

Three of the barriers described here were fairly easy to overcome: developing rela-
tionships with district staff and with CBOs and ensuring access to facilities with 
air conditioning. Supportive leadership, hard work by qualified and dedicated staff, 
and program experience and maturation were key factors in building strong rela-
tionships with both district staff and CBOs. Experienced staff who have strong 
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relationships with facilities departments can ensure access to buildings with air 
conditioning. 

The program administrators we interviewed admitted that they work incredi-
bly hard to support these programs. In Pittsburgh, the four year-round coordinators 
reported working 60 hours per week during the school year and 80 hours per week 
during the summer to start the program. Other providers reported similar levels of 
dedication and hard work. Coordinating a new program for large numbers of students 
necessitates advance planning and dedication by motivated and qualified staff mem-
bers who can execute the program vision. 

Supportive leadership was also described as important in launching programs 
and ensuring that they get the district operational funding they are allocated. Some 
interviewees stressed that the driver of the program needs to be the superintendent or, 
at minimum, a person who reports directly to the superintendent. Interviewees in Los 
Angeles, where several summer programs for elementary and middle school youth were 
cut, worried that leaders in the district were more interested in extending the school 
day than in supporting summer programs. 

Unrealistic goals, insufficient funding, and low enrollment are more obstinate 
barriers. Setting realistic and implementable goals requires having a clear vision and 
the time to implement it. Interviewees stressed that they start planning for the next 
summer program on the day after the current summer program ends. Their planning 
is facilitated by a clear vision and objectives that they can share not only with their 
team but also with others throughout the district or city who will be involved in the 
planning. Interviewees in Pittsburgh noted that, because they had quickly established 
a clear vision to support both improved middle school literacy and “soft skills” through 
a camp-like program, they could do year-ahead marketing with students and teachers 
in the district. 

Not all districts are able to dedicate qualified personnel to this planning. In 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg, interviewees reported that it takes six to nine months to plan 
a summer learning program and they did not have the staff to dedicate that time. 
According to multiple interviewees, parents and teachers both have made decisions 
about their summers by the end of February, necessitating early recruiting of these 
populations. Even districts in which staff can start planning for the next summer in 
the fall might have a hard time engaging district and board leadership, who are often 
unable to focus on the summer until the late spring, making it challenging to finalize 
budgets and contracts for summer personnel. And few districts are willing to commit 
to providing summer programming over multiple summers due to uncertainties in 
future funding. 

A lack of funding was overcome in some sites through creativity. According to 
an interviewee from a national summer learning organization who has partnered with 
multiple school districts, “Success takes creativity in funding.” As described in Chapter 
Four, providers sought and received funding from a myriad of federal (e.g., stimulus 



62    Making Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can Boost Children’s Learning

and 21st CCLC funding), state, and private funding streams. Less obvious sources of 
funding also supported these programs. In Dallas, AmeriCorps students were hired to 
provide instruction. In Denver, Summer Scholars hired teachers enrolled in adminis-
trative coursework who needed an unpaid administrative internship as site coordina-
tors. As predicted in Chapter Four, interviewees also reported in-kind support from 
school districts, including the use of facilities and buses. Interviewees urged districts to 
find unspent Title I money and to press for local funding from unusual sources, such 
as police departments and other organizations concerned with youth safety during 
the summer. CBO interviewees in San Francisco and the Summer Scholars program 
in Denver further reported that their ability to provide data on program outcomes, 
including student and parent satisfaction, helped them obtain private funding. Another 
cost-saving strategy is to focus on the worst-performing schools or students to reduce 
the budget. 

Not all sites were able to overcome a lack of funding. Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
cut its elementary student summer learning programs, despite finding that participat-
ing students were more likely to be promoted to the next grade if they had attended a 
summer learning program. They found that, in particular, the costs of transportation 
and running the air-conditioning systems in the schools were overwhelming. In Los 
Angeles, summer programs for both elementary and middle school students have been 
dramatically scaled down. 

Enrolling sufficient numbers of students is another barrier that is not easily over-
come. All the providers we interviewed offered voluntary programs for students; hence, 
site administrators needed to convince students (or their parents) that attending in the 
summer was worthwhile. Reported challenges to enrolling students in the voluntary 
programs we studied included a lack of advance marketing, recruiters who were not 
incentivized, and a lack of transportation. 

Some program administrators reported waiting for spring state test results to 
determine who needed summer school and who they should try to recruit. However, 
by the time these test results were available, many families had already made summer 
plans. Many providers started to recruit for the next summer the day after the current 
summer program ended.

Interviewees also reported that the incentives offered to recruiters made a differ-
ence in enrollment levels. In some sites, recruiting was the responsibility of each school’s 
principal, even though the principal was not necessarily involved in the summer pro-
gram. In cases in which principals had no involvement with the summer program, 
interviewees reported uneven motivation to recruit students. Recruiters (principals, 
teachers, and district officials) who recruited early and used multiple avenues for 
recruiting reportedly had more success. Reported recruiting mechanisms included

• print advertising
• radio advertising
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• advertising at community meetings, summer learning fairs, and even grocery 
stores

• targeted recruiting of students living in housing projects
• door-to-door recruiting
• phone calls to parents
• student and teacher focus groups
• CBO recruiting among after-school program attendees.

Some targeted middle school students by emphasizing enrichment opportuni-
ties: Enticing students into a program with fencing, kayaking, and arts opportunities 
seemed more likely to pay off than highlighting the opportunities for more mathemat-
ics and reading development.

Most of the providers we interviewed offered transportation for their students to 
the summer learning program, via either a school or city bus. In some districts, like 
Dallas, buses picked up students at their home schools rather than at their homes. 
Providers that did not offer transportation believed that the lack of it was a significant 
challenge to enrollment. Some providers, such as the city of Portland and the Minne-
apolis Public Schools, believed that offering a city bus pass provided students with an 
additional incentive to enroll in the program. 

Quality Program Components

In our interviews, providers described what supported and challenged their efforts 
to ensure that students’ summer learning experiences were high-quality. Our study 
did not specifically ask about the quality of the programs, neither did we attempt to 
measure quality. Instead, we allowed interviewees to reference their own definitions of 
quality. In so doing, some interviewees responded that they adhered to the National 
Summer Learning Association’s quality standards (National Summer Learning Asso-
ciation, undated[b]). In general, their responses indicate that providers perceive indi-
vidualized instruction that engages students as a key component of a quality program. 
The challenges to realizing this vision centered on the teachers and overall program 
funding.

Interviewees described several challenges that threatened the quality of the teach-
ers providing instruction in their programs. Some expressed concern about having to 
hire teachers with the greatest seniority due to local contract requirements. Others 
stressed that, even when they thought they had selected the “right” teachers, some 
reverted to “old habits” of teaching that clashed with the interviewees’ vision of an 
engaging learning environment. Indeed, we observed many different teaching styles 
across classes within a district. Some of the teacher interviewees complained about the 
quality of the teacher aides in their classes. For instance, in many programs, college 
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students or other nonlicensed teachers are hired to supplement instruction; in some 
cases, interviewees questioned the value added by these teacher aides.

Inadequate funding threatened quality in at least two ways. In Minneapolis, 
summer program leaders lamented that they could not afford to purchase the curricu-
lum that they wanted to use in each grade level. Other interviewees reported strug-
gling to maintain small class sizes in the face of diminishing funding and access to 
facilities. Some providers, including the Pittsburgh Public Schools, questioned whether 
the amount they were spending to maintain a very low student-to-instructor ratio was 
worth the investment. 

In Chapter Three, we summarized both evidence-based and expert-recommended 
recommendations on quality components of summer learning programs. Here, we 
align our field-work findings to those recommendations. 

Smaller Class Sizes and Differentiated Instruction

As is recommended in the literature, all the providers’ class sizes were reportedly smaller 
than they were during the school year. This reduced the ratio of students to teachers 
and drove up program costs, but it allowed greater differentiation of instruction. In 
addition to reducing the size of the class, many programs provided additional adults 
who could pull children out of the classroom who were in need of focused one-on-one 
time for learning.

High-Quality Instruction

Providers enacted several strategies to ensure effective instruction. As mentioned earlier, 
some interviewees developed mechanisms for recruiting teachers whom they thought 
would be well suited for their summer learning programs. Interviewees reported look-
ing for teachers who would be motivated to teach students using a more active learning 
approach than was typical during the school year. Some districts and private providers 
selected teachers through an application process that required answers to essay ques-
tions. Others required teachers to develop and, in some cases, deliver mock lesson 
plans. Others only hired teachers who had taught in a high-performing school, as 
defined by the program administrators. Finally, others strove to hire teachers with 
backgrounds similar to those of their students so that the teachers could serve as role 
models. 

Most of the summer learning programs we studied used very structured cur-
ricula, which is a strategy often used in an attempt to overcome variation in teacher 
effectiveness. The administrators we interviewed across sites and programs noted that 
there simply was not time to allow teachers to develop or even tailor the classroom 
curriculum. Many teachers reported appreciating the structure and the fact that the 
books and materials were delivered in time for the program to begin as planned. Many 
of the curricula were project- or theme-based, which is not at odds with a high degree 
of structure.
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All the programs provided some training to teachers, typically for two to five days 
and focused on curriculum. Some teachers in the programs with four or more days of 
training argued that they did not need this much time for training and would have 
preferred to have more time familiarizing themselves with the classroom, school, and 
coordinators and aides with whom they would be working. Both private and district 
providers had hired instructional coaches to model instruction and provide ongoing 
support for teachers. 

Aligned School-Year and Summer Curricula

Almost all providers tailored their programs to the state standards, at the very least 
and, in most cases, to the district’s school-year curriculum. In Minneapolis, the district 
department chairs designed the summer curriculum. In Pittsburgh, a summer program 
leader led teachers in designing a curriculum based on benchmark assessment content 
areas on which the students did not perform well, such as making inferences. 

Engaging and Rigorous Programming

Some believed that engaging enrichment experiences were also part of a quality pro-
gram, as summer learning should feel “different” from school-year instruction. Pro-
viders achieved this goal both by providing enrichment experiences (e.g., fencing, 
kayaking, swimming) and by designing or selecting academic curricula that differed 
from that offered during the school year. In Pittsburgh, for example, the curriculum 
included the use of several different board games and other activities. 

Maximized Participation and Attendance

Research clearly demonstrates that students need to attend summer learning programs 
to benefit from them. Most providers we interviewed stated that attendance rates gen-
erally fell into one of two extremes: Students either attended their programs regularly 
or, if they showed up at all, attended rarely. Unfortunately, providers noted that the 
lowest-performing students were the most likely to be absent. 

Interviewees reported several strategies for maximizing attendance, most of which 
we also found in our review of the literature. Most providers reported that their main 
strategy for maintaining attendance was simply providing an engaging experience that 
the students would want to return to the following day. As noted by a representative of 
Classroom, Inc., “It is the program that keeps them attending.” Others provided prizes 
on Fridays to students who had perfect attendance for the week. A few of the district-
based programs and many of the private-provider programs we studied had instituted 
attendance policies, under which a student who had three unexcused absences would 
be expelled. These attendance policies were more likely to be enforced in programs for 
which there were wait lists, such as the Aim High programs in San Francisco and the 
Summer Scholar programs in Denver. Many programs that work with CBOs reim-
bursed these organizations based on the average daily attendance of students, thus 
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incentivizing the CBOs to provide experiences that students enjoyed. Some programs 
actively developed mentor-mentee relationships between teachers and students in the 
hope that students would want to spend more time with the teachers. Finally, some of 
the private providers selected students strategically, offering placement to those who 
were from stable families, for example, or requiring student applicants to write essays 
as a way to demonstrate motivation to attend the program.

Sufficient Duration

Dosage varied across the programs, ranging from five to six hours a day, four to five 
days a week, and five to six weeks in total. All the programs provided dosage levels 
above the 80-hour recommendation of McLaughlin and Pitcock (2009) but below 
Winship et al.’s (2005) recommendation of eight weeks for five days a week and nine 
hours a day. As discussed earlier, at least one provider wants to expand its program but 
is concerned about teacher burnout and facilities constraints. 

Involved Parents

The literature recommends involving parents, both to ensure high attendance rates 
and to reinforce learning in the home. To accomplish the former goal, many providers 
required parents to sign attendance pledges, called home when a child was absent, or 
required a small enrollment fee. To accomplish the latter goal, some providers invited 
parents to visit the program, either to observe their children or to take their own classes, 
or visited parents at home to talk about their children’s progress in the program. 

Evaluations of Effectiveness

The literature recommends regular evaluations of summer learning programs. Many 
providers conducted formative evaluations of students during the summer. For exam-
ple, BELL has a weekly evaluation tool that it uses to quickly assess student learning 
and provide feedback to teachers. The Summer Scholars program in Denver conducts 
pre- and post-assessments, grouping students based on their performance. Some of 
the private providers also evaluated teachers throughout the summer and provided 
feedback based on the evaluation. Some district providers noted that they were pre-
vented by union contract from evaluating teachers during the summer. Evaluations of 
the impact of summer learning programs on performance during the school year, as 
measured by performance on benchmark examinations or state assessments, were less 
common. Interviewees did report that students gained skills during the summer, based 
on pre- and post-tests, and were more likely than comparison groups to stay in school 
through graduation. However, interviewees were struggling to demonstrate to district 
and other leaders that the spring-to-fall gains they observed led to gains on state test 
scores. In many cases, students may gain over the summer but not enough to achieve 
proficiency on state tests. In other cases, even if students’ test scores do rise, district 
researchers are unable to attribute that gain to the summer learning program, given 
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everything that happens in a district between the fall and the spring, when state tests 
are administered.

Lessons on Where and How to Offer Programs

Our fieldwork provides some evidence of advantages to offering summer learning 
opportunities in districts. As described earlier, four of the five sites we visited provided 
programming in schools in the city’s school district, as did many of the providers we 
interviewed by phone. Working from within a district enabled them to recruit students 
and teachers year-round. In Pittsburgh, program leaders conducted focus groups with 
students and teachers to simultaneously gather their preferences related to summer 
programming and market their plans. These program leaders also had easy access to 
district test-score data used to identify students’ weaknesses. In Pittsburgh, district 
leaders built the literacy curriculum around those specific student weaknesses (e.g., 
text organization, point of view, headings, inferences). The specific programming may 
also be easier to align to the district curriculum when the program is offered by the 
district. In Minneapolis, for example, district mathematics and literacy coordinators 
specified a summer learning curriculum that would align with and support the school-
year curriculum. Programs offered within a district also receive some degree of subsi-
dization, as described in Chapter Four. Not only are they often able to use facilities at 
a discounted cost, but interviewees reported that parents are comfortable sending their 
students to schools that they are familiar with and, for elementary students, that have 
the right-sized desks, bathrooms, and so on, as opposed to college campuses and other 
community locations. (Other interviewees noted, however, that holding courses on 
college campuses exposed students to college and allowed them to feel comfortable in 
that space.) Finally, interviewees operating within a district noted that they could work 
year-round to garner support from, and develop plans with, other district departments, 
such as transportation, facilities, and food services. As noted earlier, these relationships 
were described as important in launching new summer learning programs.

Despite some evidence supporting district-based programs, there is also evidence 
to support the importance of partnering with CBOs. According to interviewees in 
Dallas, because a CBO and district provider jointly offered the summer program there, 
they were able to offer full-day rather than half-day programming, drawing more stu-
dents than each had independently in prior years. Interviewees in San Francisco, Pitts-
burgh, and Minneapolis also attributed strong CBO-provided enrichment program-
ming to attracting students to their programs in the first place and to keeping them 
engaged once enrolled.

Interviewees who worked outside the district also cautioned against a strictly dis-
trict-based approach. Interviewees from local foundations in Pittsburgh worried that 
the program might become too bureaucratic over time. Interviewees from local foun-
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dations in San Francisco considered the lack of district funding for summer school an 
opportunity for the community to innovate in its summer learning strategies. But these 
same interviewees also believed that a higher proportion of students would be served by 
urban districts integrating summer learning into their own internal operations.

Conclusions

Providing summer learning programs that include quality program components is 
challenging, in terms of both developing such programs and maintaining and scaling 
them. Coordinating a new program for large numbers of students necessitates advance 
planning and dedication by motivated and qualified staff members who can execute 
the program vision. Maintaining these programs calls for leaders who are willing to 
prioritize or identify new funding for summer learning programs. For these programs 
to survive, districts need to value them. 

Some of our interviewees questioned the value of summer programming. Some 
district representatives questioned the extent to which summer learning programs are 
worth the cost. Although the programs have clear potential to benefit students, this 
potential has been difficult to quantify. Most district leaders are concerned primarily 
with increasing the proportion of students in their districts who are scoring at the pro-
ficient level or above on state assessments. It may be unrealistic to expect dramatic state 
assessment score gains from participating in summer learning programs, particularly 
if the performance level of students is below basic when they start the program. On 
the other hand, it may simply be that districts do not have the methodological tools to 
detect such effects.

But there are district leaders who do believe in the importance and efficacy of their 
summer learning programs. Programs offered by districts in partnership with CBOs 
may attract the greatest proportion of students who could benefit from summer learn-
ing programs and may also develop a broad funding base. New funders, such as city 
governments and community foundations, may be attracted to these programs if they 
result in outcomes that appeal to them, such as keeping students safe in the summer 
or reducing delinquent behaviors. Districts can also reduce costs by focusing on the 
lowest-performing students or schools. We note, however, that the lowest-performing 
students may be two or three years below grade level, so dramatic results on state exams 
may not be apparent. However, participating in summer programs in early elementary 
grades may stop students from falling so far behind grade level in the first place.

Furthermore, partnering with CBOs to provide engaging enrichment activities 
was reported by our interviewees as central to attracting youth to the programs. Get-
ting students to attend is obviously critical. Our interviewees agreed with the general 
literature that students will benefit only if they regularly attend the summer learning 
program. Unfortunately, none of the programs we studied was capturing all of its low-



Creating and Maintaining Summer Learning Programs: Lessons from the Field    69

performing or high-need students. Although some programs were serving half of their 
target populations, none was serving the majority of these students. 

The biggest threat to the quality of the programs we studied was enrolling a sig-
nificant proportion of students and maintaining their attendance over the course of the 
summer program. Other program components, such as duration, class size, teachers, 
training, and curriculum, appeared to align with the evidence on quality components.

Districts and others launching summer learning programs will note that provid-
ing these quality components is feasible, albeit challenging. Challenges can be over-
come by leaders who can dedicate and find funding for summer learning programs 
and ensure that qualified staff dedicate time to early planning, early hiring, and early 
recruiting for these programs. 
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CHaPter SIX

Conclusions and Recommendations

Despite the evidence supporting summer learning programs and the recent attention 
they are receiving in the media and in policy debates, many large school districts do 
not offer such programs to their high-need students. Although there are many small 
summer learning programs in urban districts, few districts provide full-day academic 
and enrichment summer programs for their entire low-performing or high-need pop-
ulations. Even when they do offer programs, as is the case in Minneapolis and in  
Albuquerque, it is difficult to attract more than half the students they are targeting. 

There are several reasons that so many districts have not pursued summer pro-
grams for high-need students. The first is cost. Summer programming represents addi-
tional cost in a time of severe shortfalls in state education budgets. In fact, there are 
signs that summer learning programs are declining rather than growing. U.S. Secre-
tary of Education Arne Duncan recently reported to Congress that survey estimates 
show that almost a third of school administrators plan to cut summer programming 
(Duncan, 2010). Second, our interviews pointed to several logistical challenges to 
developing and maintaining these programs, including developing consistent expecta-
tions and buy-in from multiple district departments and, in some cases, CBOs. 

Third, there are limited data on the cost-effectiveness of summer learning pro-
grams. Given the challenges of funding and implementing a new program, dis-
trict leaders need evidence that these programs can work for large numbers of low- 
performing students in urban districts and that they are worth the cost compared to 
other investments during the school year. There are not enough studies on large-scale 
summer learning programs to provide evidence that urban districts’ students make 
achievement gains commensurate with the district’s investment, and very few studies 
have assessed student outcomes over multiple, consecutive summers. 

In this monograph, we synthesized what is known about the value of summer 
learning programs so that policymakers can learn from the most rigorous studies in 
the field. These studies have shown that vacation from school results in lost knowledge 
and skills and that this loss is particularly high for certain students. While all students 
lose some ground in mathematics, low-income students lose more ground in read-
ing while their higher-income peers may even gain. Low-achieving students from all 
income levels need more time on task to achieve at the same performance levels as their 
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peers and would benefit from summer programming. Lost ground in the summer is 
not made up during the school year, and this loss contributes to the achievement gap 
between low-income students and their more affluent peers. School-year efforts alone 
may be unsuccessful in closing this achievement gap. 

Research also demonstrates that students can benefit in several ways from summer 
learning programs: They can master material that they did not learn during the previ-
ous school year, reverse summer learning loss, and even achieve learning gains. In all 
these ways, summer learning programs targeted to low-income students can help close 
the achievement gap that has been attributed, at least in part, to cumulative learning 
loss during the summers and that has been shown to be steeper for low-income stu-
dents than for others. Longitudinal studies indicate that the effects of summer learning 
programs endure for at least two years after participation.

We have also summarized what studies have shown (and not shown) about the 
costs of summer programs, and we have added to that literature with an analysis of our 
own. Based on our sample, we demonstrated that summer learning programs can be 
less expensive than educating students during the school year, that they are less costly 
to districts than they are to external providers, that there are multiple funding options 
from public and private sources, and that districts that have a long history of sustain-
ing these programs have cultivated relationships with CBOs, local politicians, and city 
agencies. 

The ability to develop partnerships among school districts, government organiza-
tions, philanthropic organizations, CBOs, and families may affect the quality of the 
program as well. Each of these organizations has a set of resources and skills that can 
build sustainable summer learning programs. Districts can offer students, teachers, 
student data, facilities, central office management, transportation, food services, and 
curricular experts. CBOs can offer deep content knowledge in certain areas and can 
provide enrichment opportunities that go far beyond what is typically provided in 
schools. Nondistrict, national summer learning providers have vast experience in creat-
ing engaging summer academic programs that maximize attendance. Cities can offer 
funds, and they have an existing interest in keeping youth safe and engaged during the 
summer months. Local funders can bring additional resources to these programs. Part-
nerships can maximize resources and expertise to support quality and sustainment.

Recommendations for Districts and Providers

Districts and communities must decide for themselves whether the potential value of 
these programs is worth their investment. But the existing research and our analysis 
suggest that summer learning programs should be seriously considered within the con-
text of student needs and available resources. We offer a set of recommendations for 
districts and other providers that want to invest in summer learning programs. Spe-
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cifically, we recommend that districts and providers invest in staffing and planning 
for summer learning programs, actively incorporate practices that will help ensure the 
success of programs, and maximize the benefits of partnerships and a variety of fund-
ing sources. 

Invest in Highly Qualified Staff and Early Planning

Developing high-quality summer learning programs can be challenging. We found 
that providers that succeeded in developing a well-structured program that attracted 
students to enroll and attend had high-quality, dedicated staff with time devoted to 
planning and programming. Planning began early in the school year. Early planning 
allowed programs to conduct early hiring (thereby maximizing their teacher recruiting 
pool) and early recruiting (thereby maximizing student enrollment).

Embed Promising Practices into Summer Learning Programs

Research shows that a number of practices are associated with improved student out-
comes, such as smaller class sizes, involving parents, providing individualized instruc-
tion, and maximizing students’ attendance. Other best practices include providing 
structures that support high-quality instruction, aligning the school year and summer 
curricula, including content beyond remediation, and tracking effectiveness. Provid-
ers also need to adopt strategies for attracting students to these programs to ensure 
value for their investment, such as print and radio advertising; advertising at commu-
nity meetings, summer learning fairs, and even grocery stores; targeted recruiting of 
students living in housing projects, including door-to-door recruiting and phone calls 
to parents; student and teacher focus groups; and CBO recruiting among students in 
their after-school programs. 

Consider Partnerships When Developing Summer Learning Programs

Partnerships may enable the creation and sustainment of high-quality voluntary 
summer learning programs. We found benefits from partnerships between school dis-
tricts and CBOs that included lower costs, a wider variety of programming options, 
and more varied funding sources. However, a number of other partnerships may be 
beneficial, as several types of organizations have an interest in promoting summer 
learning experiences for youth—districts, CBOs, private summer learning providers, 
cities, and local funders. Each of these organizations has a set of resources and skills 
that can help build sustainable summer learning programs. We encourage leaders to 
consider all local resources and build appropriate partnerships when developing these 
programs.

Think Creatively About Funding

There are several pots of funding from which districts can draw to support summer 
learning programs. Researchers have documented, for example, more than 100 pro-
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grams that can support summer learning. The National Summer Learning Association 
provides guidelines for funding summer learning programs on its website. Providers 
should also consider local funders, such as city governments and community founda-
tions, which may be attracted to these programs if they result in outcomes that appeal 
to them, such as keeping students safe in the summer or reducing delinquent behaviors. 
This monograph provides other funding ideas, such as hiring AmeriCorps students 
and hiring teachers who need administrative hours to serve as summer site coordina-
tors. Partnering with local CBOs can also result in economies of scale, as noted earlier.

Recommendations for Policymakers and Funders

Finally, we offer recommendations for policymakers and funders who are interested 
in supporting summer learning programs: Extend the research base on the efficacy of 
summer learning programs and support stable funding for new and existing programs.

Extend the Research Base

Although research has established the efficacy of summer learning programs, it has 
not tested several aspects of such programs when offered to large numbers of low- 
performing students in urban settings. Rigorous, longitudinal research on large pro-
grams would provide valuable information to policymakers and practitioners. In par-
ticular, we make the following recommendations:

• Conduct randomized controlled trials of programs designed to maximize atten-
dance that compare treated to nontreated students over multiple years. 

• Conduct studies that include multiple outcomes beyond academic performance: 
secondary academic outcomes, such as school attendance and graduation rates, 
and nonacademic outcomes, such as reductions in juvenile delinquency, improved 
nutrition, and increases in exercise. Including a range of outcomes will help moti-
vate other stakeholders, such as city governments, to support or fund summer 
learning programs. 

• Conduct studies that examine whether programs can be constructed to attract 
high-levels of participation in multiple, consecutive years of programming. If so, 
the studies should evaluate the effects of consecutive years of participation on a 
range of student outcomes. 

• Conduct studies of the cost-effectiveness of summer learning programs to help 
district leaders and other policymakers consider how best to invest in improving 
education. 
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Support Consistent Funding Sources for Summer Learning Programs

A key obstacle to providing summer learning programs is a lack of stable funding. Poli-
cymakers at the federal, state, and local levels can work to provide funding for summer 
programming by specifying that existing funding targeted to high-need youth can be 
used for summer programming, by establishing new funding for programs, and by 
fundraising for summer programming. The school district officials whom we spoke 
with who run summer learning programs independently confirmed the importance of 
support from the superintendent, local politicians, and local foundations. 

Provide Clear Guidance Regarding the Use of Scarce Funds

District leaders described the difficulty of braiding multiple funding sources together, 
given the restrictions and requirements associated with each source of funds. State  
policymakers could support district efforts by providing clear guidance on how federal 
and state funds can be combined to support summer programs.
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aPPenDIX

Approach to Cost Estimates for Summer Learning Programs

Data Collection and Cost Categories

A total of seven programs shared data with us. We conducted semistructured phone 
interviews with each provider, seeking cost detail for the most recent fiscal year for 22 
categories of costs. When probing for costs, we first provided examples for each cate-
gory, since the terminology is not uniform across programs.1 Specifically, we requested 
cost detail about major cost ingredients, such as instructional staff, administrative staff, 
benefits, staff development, classroom materials, food, transportation, facilities, insur-
ance, and contracted services. Within these categories, we solicited information about 
direct expenditures and in-kind contributions. We also sought information about each 
program’s number, qualifications, and hours of volunteers. “Hidden costs,” such as 
volunteerism and subsidized space, which are not direct monetary expenditures, nev-
ertheless contribute to the overall economic cost of a program and would be costs that 
another provider would incur were it to replicate the given summer program. However, 
no provider we interviewed tracked information about the number, qualifications, and 
hours of volunteers, so we uniformly excluded this cost category. With one exception, 
each provider indicated minimal or no use of volunteers. Nevertheless, the exclusion of 
this in-kind cost category from the estimates is a limitation of the analysis.

A number of the summer learning programs did not possess data for certain cost 
categories. For example, Provider A (an externally led program) relies on its host school 
districts to cover the costs of meals for Provider A’s participants, and, as such, it does 
not track those costs as part of its program. To account for the differences in each 
program’s data collection, we reported in our discussion of costs several estimates on a 
per-slot, per-hour basis that successively include one additional feature (see Figure 4.2 
in Chapter Four). We showed those estimates only for programs with features common 
to each; for example, estimates that include transportation are shown only for those 

1 For example, when soliciting total expenditures on central office staff, we asked for the combined total expen-
ditures on salaries and benefits for all staff, excluding consultants and subcontractors (data on which were col-
lected in a separate category). For providers that operated both summer school and after-school programming, 
we asked the providers to apportion the full year of salaries and benefits for the time devoted to summer school 
planning or administration.
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programs that offered that service and where data were available about that cost. By 
iteratively adding in the cost of single program elements to the successive per-slot esti-
mates, we could also identify which features accounted for the greatest proportion of 
the variation in costs across the providers. 

Funds for services such as instruction, transportation, facilities, and nutrition are 
often difficult for summer program administrators to capture when they are tracked in 
entirely different budgets within a district. It is also difficult to track the actual expen-
ditures for a particular program in individual schools. Many districts, for example, 
conduct staff-based budgeting by determining the number of teachers allocated to a 
given school based on the number of enrolled students (e.g., one FTE teacher for every 
25 students) (Roza, 2010). After drawing up the total number of teachers in a school, a 
district budget office then multiplies the total number of FTE teachers by the average 
lead teacher salary in the district to come up with the total cost for lead teachers in a 
given school. This process may under- or overrepresent the actual expenditures on lead 
teachers in a given school if it employs teachers who are systematically more expensive 
than the districtwide average (as schools with the most experienced and most degreed 
teachers do) or less expensive than the districtwide average (i.e., as schools that hire the 
least-experienced or least-degreed teachers do). 

To develop comprehensive estimates of costs for district-led programs in each of 
the three districts sampled, we sought to obtain data from each respective department 
with responsibility for instruction, meals, transit, and facilities. Nevertheless, these 
departments often provided prorated estimates derived from dividing aggregate expen-
ditures by average daily attendance in a program. As such, they were the best estimates 
available of the true expenditures that the district made to provide the summer pro-
gram. Absent better information, it is difficult to discern whether differences between 
district-led and externally led programs reflect true differences in practice (e.g., econo-
mies of scale or efficiencies) or whether they are an artifact of different accounting 
practices. 

Adjustment to National Average Prices

To adjust for regional differences in prices, all figures in this report are adjusted to 
national average prices in the United States according to the Comparable Wage Index 
(CWI), available from the National Center for Education Statistics (Taylor, Glander, 
and Fowler, 2007). The CWI measures the systematic, regional variations in the sala-
ries of college graduates who are not educators. We used the CWI to adjust district-
level (or state-level) finance data to make better comparisons across summer learning 
program expenditures. Since the CWI is a labor cost index, it is not designed to adjust 
for regional differences in the cost of materials or other nonlabor costs associated with 
summer learning programs. However, since labor-related costs account for the majority 
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of overall educational costs, we used a labor-based index instead of an index based on 
a “market basket” approach (one that assesses regional differences in costs for a given 
set of goods). 

To account for inflation, we adjusted nominal dollars into 2009 or 2010 real dol-
lars using the Consumer Price Index (CPI), which is the most common way to mea-
sure inflation (Fowler and Monk, 2001). If inflation in the education section differs 
from the rate of inflation found in other sectors, the CPI becomes a less precise tool for 
adjustment to education prices. However, each inflation index has limitations. For sim-
plicity and for comparability with other reports in which CPI was used, we employed 
it here. 

Per-Slot Estimates

Cost per enrollee is the total cost of the program divided by its total enrollment (Gross-
man et al., 2009). Total enrollment is usually higher than the attendance on a typical 
day—especially for summer learning programs in which attendance rates can be quite 
low. Cost per slot is the total cost of the program divided by average daily attendance, 
i.e., the typical number of students present on any given day. Especially in the case of 
summer school, expressing costs by slot better represents the true costs of a program 
per individual, since it divides the cost of services by the typical number of recipients 
who consumed them. Put another way, the cost per slot represents the cost of adding 
one more student who attends for the entire duration of the program. We believe that 
this is the fairest way to compare the costs of programs, since it takes into account 
the variation in student attendance across programs. We also believe that it is the 
most reasonable way to present a range of summer learning program costs, because it 
takes into account elevated rates of absenteeism that summer learning programs often 
encounter relative to compulsory schooling during the academic year. However, since 
many school districts budget for summer programs based on projected total enroll-
ments rather than total slots, we also report the costs per enrollee in this appendix. 

Estimating the Cost Effect of the Student-to-Instructor Ratio

The student-to-instructor ratio was the program element most highly correlated with 
cost, followed by differences in minimum teacher qualifications. Although the public 
school districts hired certified teachers for at least the morning (academic) portion of 
the summer program, they typically hired fewer instructors per student than the other 
programs. Thus, the extra cost associated with hiring certified teachers was offset by 
the savings realized from the increased student-to-instructor ratio. For example, Pro-
viders D and E placed a certified teacher as a lead instructor in each classroom but did 
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not pair them with aides in every case. Almost all the other programs, by contrast, 
blended their instructional staff by pairing certified or lead/mentor teachers (usually a 
year-round teacher in either a public or private school) with assistant teachers enrolled 
in either high school or college.

Provider’s staffing structures and ratios varied considerably. Provider D paid 
approximately $25 per classroom teacher per hour (depending on the grade level, one 
teacher for every 17 to one for every 29 students) in addition to placing one English 
for speakers of other languages and one special education teacher per site. It also con-
tracted with the county’s recreation department and an arts and humanities organiza-
tion for the afternoon programming offered at a subset of its Title I elementary schools 
(at a lower staff cost). Provider F, on the other hand, paid summer stipends equal to a 
rate of $25 or $36 per hour per certified classroom teacher per summer (one for every 
20 students) and then, for electives, hired high school or college students as camp 
counselors for $15 per hour per summer (one for every eight students) and afternoon 
facilitators at $23 per hour (about one for every 33 students). The camp counselors 
worked all day and thus worked with the certified teachers in the morning and were 
under the supervision of facilitators in the afternoon. Depending on the region and the 
individual’s experience level, Provider A hired classroom teachers (one for every ten stu-
dents) at rates ranging from $25 to $42 per hour and then hired assistant teachers (one 
for every students) at $10–$16 per hour, along with one lead teacher per site at a rate of 
$2–$4 more per hour than regular classroom teachers. Provider B, meanwhile, placed 
one teacher and one assistant teacher in each classroom. Provider C hired two to four 
mentor teachers per site from top-tier schools in the community (public or private), and 
these mentor teachers floated across classrooms that were led by high school or college 
students at a ratio of one to every four students. In addition to the director and assistant 
director positions, Provider C hired a dean of faculty and a dean of students at each site 
to help oversee the program. 

Calculating the Difference Between Summer and School-Year Costs

We found that summer programming offered by a district tends to be less expensive 
on a weekly per-pupil basis than education costs during the academic year. To draw 
this comparison, we converted the total per-summer, per-slot expenditures shown in 
Figure 4.1 in Chapter Four into a weekly per-slot cost for the three school district–led 
programs (Providers D, E, and F) and included imputed values for food, transporta-
tion, and facilities, since these are fully captured costs in districts’ academic-year bud-
gets, which is our point of comparison. We then collected data on total calendar year 
expenditures from 2009 for these same districts, subtracting their expenditures on the 
summer program in question. We divided these adjusted total district-level expendi-
tures by the number of operational school weeks in the year (including holidays and 
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professional development days) and the total number of enrollees multiplied by the 
average attendance rate in the district to develop a per-slot, per-week school-year cost. 

Detailed Cost Estimates

Although we attempted to collect the complete set of expenditures associated with 
each program, many summer learning programs did not have data on certain costs. To 
account for the differences in the programs’ data collection, we show only successive 
estimates in the following tables on a per-slot, per-hour basis for programs with features 
common to each. We also impute costs for three commonly missing or partially subsi-
dized activities—transportation, food, and facilities—that we then uniformly apply to 
each program to derive total estimates, as shown in Figure 4.1 in Chapter Four. 

Table A.1 shows a cost breakdown for all our categories of core expenses for all 
providers on a per-slot basis. Although we collected cost data from six classroom-based 
providers, they in fact operate eight distinct programs. Provider C is a national pro-
gram with affiliates that either are hosted by private schools or are themselves nonprofit 
organizations. The nonhosted affiliates that are nonprofit organizations bear a greater 
proportion of the total economic cost of the program than the affiliates hosted at pri-
vate schools, which subsidize the costs of administration, facilities, and food. To isolate 
the unsubsidized costs of the program, we separately report average costs for hosted 
sites (i.e., affiliates operated by and at private school campuses) and the average costs 
for nonhosted sites where nonprofit organizations run the summer program. We broke 
Provider D into two parts in Table 4.2 in Chapter Four to reflect the distinct program-
matic differences between its morning academic program (funded by one source) and 
its afternoon program, which serves only a portion of the morning students (and is 
funded by another source). 

Table A.2 shows totals for additional costs, such as meals and transportation per 
slot per summer and per slot per hour. Table A.3 shows these cost categories on a per-
enrollee rather than per-slot basis.
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