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K E Y I N S I G H T S

•	 All children and youth can benefit from participating in summer programs 
to learn, make new friends, develop a new hobby, exercise, eat well, and 
receive mentoring from trusted adults.

•	 Research has found that summer programs can benefit children and 
youth in terms of reading, career, health, social, behavioral, educational 
persistence, and science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
outcomes.

•	 Many types of summer programs can be effective in promoting positive 
outcomes and developing skills and interests, including academic 
programs, employment programs, and programs that address specific 
health, behavioral, or learning needs.

•	 Summer programs that target children and youth who have fewer 
opportunities for enrichment and academic advancement are worthy of 
public investment and should be funded at levels that support high-quality 
programming.

•	 Districts should consider offering voluntary summer learning programs as 
part of their efforts to advance student achievement, particularly if they 
can offer these programs over multiple consecutive summers.

•	 High-quality programs require advance planning and attention to program 
content, duration, staff expertise, and youth attendance.

•	 Policymakers and communities should consider summer as part of their 
investment efforts to advance youth development.

T
he 2011 report Making Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can 
Boost Children’s Learning (McCombs et al., 2011) documented what was 
known at that time about summer learning loss and the effectiveness of 
summer learning programs and what remained unknown. Since then, 

there have been many studies about the impact that summer has on youth tra-
jectories, the effectiveness of summer programs, and how to create and sustain 
high-quality summer programs. This paper summarizes knowledge about K–12 
summer programs in the United States and discusses the implications of sum-
mer programs for practice, policy, and funding to help communities effectively 
leverage summertime.

Summer provides an opportunity to advance multiple goals for children and 
youth. Summer program participants have the potential to learn, make new 
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friends, feel safe, develop a new hobby, exercise, eat well, receive mentoring, 
and more. Public funding for summer programs often targets children and 
youth with particular needs, such as children from under-resourced families 
who tend to be disadvantaged during the summer in terms of not just academic 
growth but also access to nutritious meals and enriching activities.

Despite widespread recognition that the summer period is an opportunity, 
funding for summer programming is at risk. On the basis of evidence that 
well-implemented summer programs can effectively address student needs, 
the U.S. Department of Education announced that the summer period would 
be part of a strategy to help young people recover from academic and social 
losses because of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2021). In response, most school districts have been 
offering some type of summer programming. In a nationally representative 
survey fielded in fall 2024, 84 percent of district leaders reported that one 
or more of their schools had offered a program in summer 2024 (Diliberti, 
DiNicola, and Schwartz, 2025). Our hope is that government policymakers, 
philanthropic funders, district and school leaders, and community, county, and 
city organizations will f ind this synthesis helpful in planning summer pro-
grams and in informing funding decisions about summer programming.
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Why Is Summer Programming Important?
A 2019 National Academy of Sciences consensus report (National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019) on summer experiences high-
lights the inequitable impact that summer has on the opportunities and health 
and well-being of children and youth from different backgrounds. Many of 
these experiences vary by family income and therefore contribute to income-
based inequity. Many children and youth from families with lower incomes 
are also youth of color, meaning that negative summer experiences are both 
income- and race-related.

Summer widens income-based opportunity gaps. During the summer 
months, children and youth from families with lower incomes have less 
access to summer programs, enriching experiences, and safe places to play. In 
2019, an estimated 12.6 million children participated in a structured sum-
mer program. Children from families with higher incomes were almost three 
times more likely to participate in a structured program than were children 
from families with lower incomes. Lower participation was not a result of 
lack of interest; families with lower incomes were more likely to report want-
ing to enroll their children in an affordable, high-quality program if one was 
available compared with families with higher incomes (35 percent versus 
28 percent) (America After 3PM, 2021). Also, children from families with 
lower incomes were less likely than their peers from families with higher 
incomes to engage in informal enriching experiences, such as visiting a beach, 
a zoo, an aquarium, or an amusement park during the summer (America After 
3PM, 2021; Redford, Burns, and Hall, 2018). Furthermore, during summer and 
throughout the school year, children and youth from higher-poverty communi-
ties have less access to safe play spaces, have fewer opportunities to participate 
in outdoor physical activities, and are less likely to play on a youth club sports 
team relative to their peers living in higher-income communities (Milteer and 
Ginsburg, 2012).

Summer increases food insecurity among children and youth from 
families with lower incomes. During the school year, children have access 
to school-based food and nutrition programs. During the summer months, 
access to those programs is reduced, increasing food insecurity for many 
children (Gordon et al., 2017). In summer 2017, about 3 million children 
participated in federal summer nutrition programs compared with 20 million 
children who participated in free and reduced-price school lunch during the 
2016–2017 school year. Rural areas in particular face challenges operating 
summer meals sites because of geographic spread and limited transportation 
options (Hayes et al., 2018). Without as much access to healthy meals in the 
summer, youth face not only food insecurity but also weight gain because the 
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types of food they consume shifts, and there are fewer opportunities for struc-
tured exercise (Tanskey et al., 2018).

Summer is an opportunity to close academic gaps. According to research 
on post–COVID-19 pandemic recovery rates, average academic achievement in 
most U.S. states remains behind 2019 levels (Fahle et al., 2024). Perhaps more 
importantly, the recovery has not closed academic gaps between White and 
non-White students or between students from lower- and higher-income fam-
ilies. Research has identified that the recovery during the 2022–2023 school 
year was led by higher-income districts; students in lower-income districts 
were further behind in 2023 than they were in 2019 (Fahle et al., 2024). Even 
if non-White students and students from families with lower incomes are not 
more likely to lose ground in the summer, the summer period is an opportu-
nity to focus on their academic development.
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What Kinds of Summer Programs Are There and 
How Do They Benefit Young People?
Summer programs can advance a variety of goals for children and youth, 
including ensuring safety, developing interests and skills, and addressing 
specific academic, behavioral, health, or other needs. Thus, it is not surpris-
ing that there are different types of summer programs, including recreational 
camps, specialty camps, academic programs, and youth employment pro-
grams. There are also summer programs that provide targeted services and 
interventions to meet particular physical or mental health needs, such as 
camps for children with anxiety. Summer programs serve children and youth 
in a variety of settings, including schools, camps, community-based organiza-
tions, college campuses, churches, workplaces, and homes.

Not all types of summer programs and outcomes have been rigorously evalu
ated. A systematic review (McCombs et al., 2019) found that two-thirds of stud
ied outcomes were from programs that address academic needs. Some popular 
activities, such as sleepaway camps, have no associated rigorous evidence 
about their effectiveness. More research has been done on summer programs 
supported by public funding than on those supported by parents because of the 
desire to understand the effectiveness of government funding.

Furthermore, the existing research does not cover all the benefits that summer 
programs can provide. For instance, the National Academy of Sciences consen-
sus report on summer experiences notes that it is likely that quality programs 
improve youth physical safety and supervision, even though these benefits are 
rarely studied (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2019). Also, summer programs often provide meals; although this practice has 
not been evaluated, those meals likely help reduce food insecurity (or weight 
gain) among children and youth who face economic disadvantages.

It is also important to note that studies that do not f ind positive outcomes 
might be less likely to be published, potentially resulting in upwardly biased 
research evidence about the effects of summer programs.

With these caveats in mind, we highlight what is known about the effective-
ness of different types of summer programs. We start with programs that are 
aimed at improving academic outcomes, which include voluntary academic, 
at-home learning, credit recovery, mandatory summer school, and school 
transition programs. We then discuss summer youth employment programs, 
followed by an overview of programs designed to benefit youth with specific 
social, behavioral, or mental health needs. We end by summarizing what we 
know about summer recreational programs.
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Voluntary Academic Summer Programs Can Be Effective at Improving 
Academic Outcomes, Particularly for Students with High Rates of 
Attendance

Voluntary academic summer programs are provided to children and youth 
with the intent of improving success in school, most often in reading and/or 
mathematics. Several rigorous evaluations have studied voluntary academic 
summer programs.

Rigorous Studies Find That Voluntary Mathematics Programs for K–12 
Students Can Be Effective in Improving Mathematics Achievement

A meta-analysis concluded that students who attended summer programs 
with a math component tended to outperform comparison students on math 
assessments. The same analysis concluded that the benefits to math learning 
were stronger than those observed from teacher merit pay, teacher profes-
sional development, data-driven instruction, and school choice initiatives 
(Bowens and Warren, 2016; Jackson, 2011; Lynch, An, and Mancenido, 2023; 
Snipes et al., 2015; Stewart, 2017).

Voluntary Early Grade Literacy Programs Can, but Do Not Always, 
Benefit Students

Voluntary early grade literacy programs offered to students who are perform-
ing below grade level or students who are from families with lower incomes 
resulted in mixed evidence; some rigorous studies found literacy benefits and 
other rigorous studies did not f ind benefits (Beach and Traga Philippakos, 
2021; Borman, Goetz, and Dowling, 2009; Cleary, 2001; Edmonds et al., 2009; 
Luftig, 2003; Schacter and Jo, 2005; Waters, 2004; Zyoch and Stevens, 2011). 
None of the reading programs that were short in duration (e.g., one half-day or 
three-week programs) were found to be effective. One study examined long-
term outcomes: The authors assessed a voluntary summer reading program 
that provided rising second-grade students with two hours of daily reading 
instruction and a set of camp activities for seven weeks. The authors studied 
the effect of the program on children’s decoding and reading comprehension at 
three, six, and nine months (September, December, and May) after the inter-
vention; they found that, although the effect sizes for decoding and reading 
comprehension declined from September to December to May, the benefits in 
reading comprehension were still significant in May (Schacter and Jo, 2005).
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Voluntary Multi-Subject Academic Programs That Provide Academic 
Instruction in Mathematics and Reading and Nonacademic Enrichment 
Activities (e.g., Arts, Sports, Archery, Sailing) Can Address Academic 
and Opportunity Gaps

Academic and enrichment programs are designed for students to learn, 
develop interests and skills, and have fun, and they are often offered by school 
districts with community partners. There is evidence that these programs 
can yield benefits in reading and mathematics (Allen, 2003; Augustine et al., 
2016a; Betts, Zau, and King, 2005; Borman, Pyne, and Pyne, 2024; Burgin 
and Hughes, 2008; Chaplin and Capizzano, 2006; Concentric Research & 
Evaluation, 2018; Dynia et al., 2015; Garcia et al., 2020; Opalinkski, 2006; 
Scuello and Wilkens, 2016; Story, 2008), although there are studies that f ind 
no evidence of effectiveness on academic outcomes (Bakle, 2010; Dwight, 
2010; Herrera et al., 2021; Pyne, Messner, and Dee, 2023). A 2023 evaluation 
of more than 35,000 students enrolled in a voluntary academic and enrich-
ment summer program across eight cities identified positive outcomes in both 
mathematics and reading (Borman, Pyne, and Pyne, 2024). Another study of 
voluntary, multi-subject summer learning programs for elementary and middle 
grade students in eight districts found that students benefited in math but not 
in reading (Callen et al., 2023). The math benefits were small overall, but there 
was variation among districts’ outcomes, indicating that some districts might 
have been better at implementing their programs (or garnering consistent 
student attendance). A study published in 2023 (Pyne, Messner, and Dee, 2023) 
found a positive impact on school-year attendance for eighth-grade students 
who had participated in a summer program for three years. Studies of other 
programs have found no impacts on school-year attendance (Augustine et al., 
2016a; Mac Iver and Mac Iver, 2015; Northwest Evaluation Association, 2011).

The most comprehensive evidence about voluntary, multi-subject plus enrich-
ment summer learning programs comes from the National Summer Learning 
Project (NSLP), which was a longitudinal, multi-district, randomized con-
trolled trial that evaluated a f ive-week voluntary summer learning program. 
The NSLP, which ran for two summers in 2013 and 2014, was designed to 
understand whether and how districts and community partners could run 
these programs at scale (serving large numbers of students), whether there 
would be demand for the programs, the effect of consecutive summers of 
programming on student outcomes, and the persistence of effects over time. 
The programs were run by districts with community partners and offered to 
large numbers of students. Demand for the programs was strong, and districts 
recruited far more students than could be served, allowing the researchers to 
randomize students for the study.
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After the first summer of the NSLP, students who participated in the pro-
gram (treatment group students) outperformed control group students on fall 
mathematics assessments (with the score difference equal to about 15 per-
cent of what students at that age learn in a year). Treatment students did not 
outperform control group students on spring mathematics assessments or fall 
or spring reading assessments. However, students who attended the NSLP 
program at high rates (for at least 20 days) benefited in mathematics in the 
fall relative to control group students (with the score difference representing 
25 percent of annual math gains), and those effects persisted through the 
spring. After two summers of NSLP programming, students with a high rate of 
attendance outperformed the control group in state assessments of both mathe-
matics and reading in the fall and spring (Augustine et al., 2016a).

Over the Long Term, the Magnitude of Academic Advantage That 
Participants Received from Voluntary, Multi-Subject Academic Summer 
Programs Decreases but Remains Detectable

Few researchers track outcomes longitudinally, so the evidence of long-term 
effects is limited. The NSLP tracked student outcomes for three school years 
after the second summer of programming, when the students were at the 
end of grade 7. After three years, the benefits for students with a high rate of 
attendance and students who attended consecutive summers had decreased 
in magnitude and were not statistically significant. It is unclear whether the 
benefits dissipated over time, whether the comparison group caught up, or 
both (McCombs et al., 2020). However, when the benefits were benchmarked 
against typical achievement gains at the same grade level (Lipsey et al., 2012), 
they remained large enough to be educationally meaningful. For students with 
a high rate of attendance for both summers, the 2017 estimated effect sizes rep-
resented 19 percent of typical annual growth in language arts and 23 percent 
of typical annual growth in mathematics.

At-Home Summer Learning Programs Can Improve Students’ Academic 
Performance When Appropriately Structured

At-home learning programs are compelling options because they tend to be 
lower cost than in-person programs, but they do not provide the benefits of 
in-person programs, such as a safe environment, healthy meals, and oppor-
tunities for mentoring and social interactions. There are several rigorous 
studies of elementary-level at-home reading programs that provide children 
high-interest books at their targeted reading level. One study (Borman, Yang, 
and Xie, 2021) found that participating students were more likely to maintain 
their reading skills over the summer than a comparison group that did not 
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participate in the program. Effective programs tended to occur over multiple 
summers (Allington et al., 2010; Stein, 2017) and/or were scaffolded by teach-
ers prior to or during the summer (Kim and White, 2008; Kim et al., 2016; 
Melosh, 2003). For instance, in one program, students participated in a school-
year book fair and voluntary summer reading for three summers before 
the program resulted in positive impacts on students’ state reading scores 
(Allington et al., 2010). The most studied at-home reading program, Project 
Reads, was effective when scaffolded instruction (on fluency and comprehen-
sion strategies) was provided by teachers prior to the summer (Kim and White, 
2008; Kim et al., 2016); versions of this program without this scaffolding have 
not been associated with positive outcomes (Kim, 2006; Kim, 2007). Only one 
rigorously studied at-home learning program focused on mathematics: a nine-
week program for middle school students that covered mathematical concepts 
from the prior school year. In the fall, the mathematics learning program 
participants performed better on mathematics assessments than did students 
in a comparison group (Nelson, 2014).
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High School Credit Recovery Programs Are Ubiquitous but Have Not 
Been Well-Studied

Students enroll in summer credit recovery courses to retake a course that they 
did not pass during the school year, gain additional credits, and/or acceler-
ate through a course series more quickly. These programs are not typically 
evaluated for effectiveness, and passing the course is considered a demon-
stration of mastery of the content. Recent research has looked at the efficacy 
of online summer credit recovery courses relative to traditional, in-person 
courses. These studies tend to find no differences between online courses and 
traditional in-person courses with regard to the number of credits recovered 
or graduation rates. However, some studies have found that students who take 
online courses in the summer are from families with lower incomes (Heinrich 

and Cheng, 2022), have lower rates of credits recovered in English classes 
(Rickles et al., 2024), and have lower test scores in biology than students who 
take in-person credit recovery courses (Viano and Henry, 2024).

Mandatory Summer Programs That Provide Academic Remediation Can 
Improve Students’ Academic Performance

Mandatory summer academic programs are offered by schools and districts 
to elementary and middle school students who are at risk of being retained 
in grade because of below-grade-level performances. Participation and suc-
cessful completion are necessary for the student to move on to the next grade 
or course. Studies have found that mandatory summer school programs that 
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provide reading and math instruction to elementary school students can 
improve reading (Matsudaira, 2008) and mathematics achievement (Mariano 
and Martorell, 2013; Matsudaira, 2008).

School Transition Programs Can Be Effective

There are a small number of studies on school transition programs at the 
K–12 level. To ease the change into a new environment, summer transition 
programs bring students who are entering a new school level (e.g., from 
elementary to middle school) to the new building to orient them to the rou-
tines, environment, and staff. Some programs also provide academic content 
prior to the start of the school year. On the basis of the evidence, transition 
programs benefit students. For instance, a study of a kindergarten orientation 
program found benefits in terms of participants’ social interactions and daily 
routines in the following fall (Berlin, Dunning, and Dodge, 2011), and a study 
of a grade 9 transition program for students who are at risk of dropping out 
increased the number of high school credits participants earned by the end of 
grade 9 (Northwest Evaluation Association, 2011).

Summer Youth Employment Programs Can Improve Academic 
Outcomes and Reduce Involvement in Crime

Cities across the country offer summer employment programs for high 
school–aged youth, and those programs have been well-studied. Large-scale, 
rigorous studies have been conducted of summer youth employment pro-
grams in Boston, New York City, and Chicago. These studies found improved 
engagement with school (in Boston, higher attendance and graduation rates) 
(Leos-Urbel et al., 2012), greater participation in and performance on academic 
assessments (in New York) (Leos-Urbel et al., 2012; Schwartz et al., 2014), 

better course performance after two summers of participation (in Boston) 
(Modestino and Paulsen, 2023), and reduced violent crime arrests among 
participants in jobs programs that included a social and emotional learning 
component (in Chicago) (Heller, 2013). Another New York study found that 
students who had been arrested before the program had fewer arrests and con-
victions during the program and fewer criminal justice contacts for up to f ive 
years after the program than students in a control group (Kessler et al., 2022). 
Moreover, youth employment in general is associated with future employment 
rates and earning potential, particularly for youth who face disadvantage 
(Bailey and Merritt, 1997; Bishop, 1996; Osterman, 1995; Poczik, 1995).
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Summer Intervention Programs Designed to Meet Specific Health, 
Social, or Behavioral Needs Tend to Be Effective in Meeting at Least 
Some of Their Goals

Some summer programs are designed to address the needs of a special pop-
ulation, such as students with language-based disabilities, behavioral needs, 
or attention deficit disorder. Some of these programs have been evaluated. 
These programs provide content aimed at improving a set of outcomes related 
to specific youth needs; the programs tend to be small and highly customized. 
Rigorous research has found that many of these types of programs are effec-
tive at improving targeted outcomes, including the following:

	• Programs that are focused on increasing self-advocacy among students 
with learning disabilities resulted in improved participant self-advocacy 
skills (Grenwelge and Zhang, 2013) and self-esteem (Stevens, 2005).

	• Programs that are designed for children and youth with social diff iculties 
improved participants’ social skills (Hektner, Brennan, and August, 2017) 
and their ability to seek friendship help (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2017).

	• A program for girls with separation anxiety reduced separation anxiety 
and improved global functioning (Santucci and Ehrenreich-May, 2013).

	• A program for youth with autism spectrum disorder improved partici-
pants’ assertion and their ability to interpret adult tone of voice (Lerner, 
Mikami, and Levine, 2011).
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An evidence review of summer programs found that a high proportion of rig-
orously studied specialized intervention programs were effective, which might 
be because of the tight alignment between participant needs, program content, 
and outcomes evaluated (McCombs et al., 2019).

There are also examples of effective interventions being embedded within 
a recreational summer program. For example, a basketball summer camp for 
tribal community youth that included an evidence-based intervention focused 
on reducing HIV risk was effective in improving condom use self-efficacy, 
the belief that condoms prevent HIV, and intention to use condoms 
(Tingey et al., 2015).

Summer Recreational Programs and Camps Are Popular, Provide Valued 
Experiences, and Are Rarely Rigorously Studied

Recreational programs and camps encompass a broad group of programs that 
vary in duration (e.g., half-day, full day, overnight), frequency (e.g., daily, 
weekly, monthly), operator type (e.g., faith-based, governmental, nonprofit, 
for-profit), content (e.g., multi-content; sports; recreation; outdoor education; 
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics [STEM]; arts), cost (free 
to tens of thousands of dollars), and accreditation status (National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). Although very popular, 
summer camps have not been rigorously evaluated, which might be appro-
priate given the broad goals that parents have for these programs—safety, 
engagement, quality experiences, social connections, and exploration of skills 
and interests—and the duration of the programs, which can be as short as 
one week.

Recreational programs that have targeted, specialized content (such as 
gymnastics, science, or theater) have been demonstrated to influence youth 
interests and skills. For example, there are two rigorous studies of STEM 
programs offered by universities that were intended to attract females 
into STEM careers. These programs were effective in influencing interest 
in science careers (Gibson and Chase, 2022) and attitudes toward science 
(Ellis-Kalton, 2001).

In Sum, Several Different Types of Summer Programs Have Been Found 
to Have Positive Outcomes

Rigorous research has found that summer programs can benefit children and 
youth in terms of STEM, reading, math, career, behavioral, health, social, and 
educational persistence outcomes. We summarize the findings in Table 1.
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What Makes Summer Programs Effective?
Although summer programs can be effective, they are not guaranteed to be. 
The research base points us to implementation factors of structure, partici-
pation, and staff ing that are associated with effectiveness. However, much 
of what we know about effective implementation comes from academic 
summer programs, and much of our detailed understanding about how to 
implement summer programs comes from the NSLP. Most evaluations of 
summer programs do not report implementation information on such aspects 
as personnel, staff training, class size, or participant attendance (McCombs 
et al., 2019). The NSLP was unique not only in terms of length, scale, and size 
but also in terms of the amount of implementation data collected. The study 
team tracked program implementation for f ive districts across four summers 
and collected extensive interview, survey, observation, and attendance data 
(Augustine et al., 2016b). Although much of what we know about effective 
implementation pertains to these (and other) summer academic programs, 
several of these concepts likely apply to other types of programs.

Effective programs align goals, content, participant needs, and out-
come measures. For programs to meet their goals, they must be purposefully 
designed with relevant goal-aligned content. For example, if a program goal 
is to develop leadership skills, there must be opportunities to actively develop 
those skills in the program; leadership skills will not emerge simply from 
participating in a summer program. In general, summer programs do not mea-
surably affect outcomes that are not directly addressed in the program design 
and content (McCombs et al., 2019). In an evidence review of summer pro-
grams, all programs that were designed to address specialized mental health, 
social, or behavioral needs of specific populations were found to be effective. 
It might be that the efficacy of these programs is tied to the intense targeting 
of content to specific needs. At the same time, this review found that other 
programs tended to be effective in addressing some but not all measured out-
comes (McCombs et al., 2019). Another review of literature about out-of-school 
time found that programs tended to be effective in meeting outcomes that are 
directly linked to the content of the programming but did not tend to measur-
ably change less-central outcomes (McCombs, Whitaker, and Yoo, 2017).

Programs must operate for a sufficient length of time to meet desired 
goals. The amount of time a program should be offered will vary depending 
on what the program is trying to accomplish. For voluntary academic pro-
grams that aim to improve both math and reading outcomes, the research 
indicates that programs must operate for at least f ive weeks over the sum-
mer to maximize the probability of producing meaningful academic ben-
efits (Augustine et al., 2016a). A systematic evidence review found that no 
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voluntary academic program that ran for fewer than three weeks was effective 
in producing significant academic benefits (McCombs et al., 2019).

Youth need to attend programs regularly to benefit. Multiple studies 
have found that children and youth need high attendance rates to demonstra-
bly benefit from a program (Borman, Benson, and Overman, 2005; Borman 
and Dowling, 2006; Borman, Pyne, and Pyne, 2024; McCombs, Kirby, and 
Mariano, 2009; McCombs et al., 2020). The NSLP findings detailed above point 
to the importance of attendance within and across summers. Program provid-
ers should not expect perfect attendance in a summer program. The average 
daily attendance in the NSLP elementary summer learning program across 
f ive districts was 75 percent; however, there was variation by district and 
program site.

A positive site climate might improve program attendance. In the NSLP, 
student attendance was related to site climate. There was substantial variation 
in average daily attendance by site, ranging from 65 percent to 92 percent. Sites 
with higher attendance and a positive site climate were characterized by an 
inclusive and friendly environment, strong student and adult engagement, and 
positive interactions between adults and students (Schwartz et al., 2018).

Strong program implementation requires concentrated advanced 
planning. A comprehensive and early planning process that starts in the fall 
can stave off logistical complications. By avoiding such complications as late 
curricula or missing lesson plans, there can be more instructional time. In 
addition, smooth operations, which are more likely to result from better plan-
ning, support a positive site climate, which is linked to increased attendance 
(Schwartz et al., 2018). Earlier, we highlighted the benefits that attending 
consecutive summers of programming has for students with high attendance 
rates. Offering programs for consecutive summers makes planning easier and 
allows for continuous program improvements. The NSLP district and com-
munity partners who conducted early planning and engaged in continuous 
improvement efforts enhanced program operations and quality each successive 
summer (Schwartz et al., 2018).

Small class sizes support quality instruction in academic and enrich-
ment programming. Smaller class sizes allow teachers to differentiate 
instruction on the basis of student needs, build relationships, and more 
easily manage misbehavior. The guidance suggests capping class sizes at 
15 students per teacher for academic programs. Smaller class sizes are linked 
to academic gains (Cooper et al., 2000) and quality enrichment activities 
(Schwartz et al., 2018).
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Providing teachers with curricular materials that are aligned with dis-
trict standards and student needs helps maximize productive learning 
time in academic programs. Research demonstrates that engaged time on task 
is a better predictor of outcomes than scheduled instructional time (Godwin et al., 
2021). Summer programs are short and typically do not provide time for teachers 
to plan lessons. There are several advantages to providing academic teachers 
with curricular materials that include lesson plans aligned with student needs 
and school-year standards. Teachers have reported that they want a curriculum 
during the summer because they do not have sufficient time to plan their own. 
Teachers have also reported benefiting from having access to differentiated 
activity options, particularly in programs that serve students with a variety of 
proficiency levels. Additionally, providing pre-program training with hands-on 
curricular material practice prepares teachers to use the curriculum effectively, 
starting on day one (Schwartz et al., 2018).

High-quality staff with the expertise to meet student needs and deliver 
program content improves the quality of instruction. Teacher quality has 
the largest school-based impact on student outcomes. In academic summer 
programs, hiring certified academic teachers with relevant grade-level and 
subject experience enhances student outcomes in reading (Augustine et al., 
2016a). Content expertise is similarly important for enrichment instruction 
because the quality of the enrichment activities and youth engagement are 
higher when enrichment instructors have content expertise. In addition, 
specialized staff to support children and youth who have additional needs, such 
as English language learners, students with Individualized Education Plans, 
and students needing behavioral or mental health support, enhance learning 
and ensure continuity of support from the school year (Schwartz et al., 2018).

Planning Resources
A full set of research-based guidance from the NSLP is documented in Getting to Work on 

Summer Learning: Recommended Practices for Success, 2nd ed. (Schwartz et al., 2018). 

The associated Summer Learning Toolkit is available from The Wallace Foundation (2018).
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What Strategies Can Be Used to Scale and Sustain 
Summer Programming?
Research demonstrates that high-quality summer programs can benefit chil-
dren and youth. However, summer programs are neither evenly nor equita-
bly distributed; many children and youth lack access to quality experiences 
because of unavailability and/or unaffordability (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). Many school districts and other 
providers struggle to launch, expand, and sustain quality summer programs 
that are offered at no or low cost to families; this is often because of lack of 
funding. Several factors influence the availability of funding for summer pro-
grams, such as restrictions on which students can be supported by which grant 
funding and substantial competition for funds. When a school district does 
win a competition for funding, such as through the 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers program or from a foundation, that funding is typically 
provided for a limited duration. Fortunately, there are promising practices and 
approaches at the community, organization, and program levels that can sup-
port creating, scaling, and sustaining summer programs. Most of these promis-
ing practices come from research that was conducted as part of the NSLP.

Community-wide coordination leverages the strengths of multiple 
stakeholders to provide summer opportunities throughout a region. A 
key recommendation from the National Academy of Sciences’ consensus study 
on summer experiences is to improve citywide coordination to ensure equita-
ble access for all children and youth:

Summer provides a unique window of opportunity during 
the year to engage families and leverage the strengths and 
resources of families, communities, and other stake-
holders to improve the education, health, safety, and 
well-being of children and youth. . . . In order to improve 
the health and well-being of children and youth during 
the summer, multisector agents, families, and youth will 
need improved coordination and collaboration to identify 
and prioritize high-quality summertime experiences, 
with special attention to the needs of children and youth 
who lack these opportunities. (National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019, pp. 2–3)

Several communities have adopted approaches that involve intragovernmental 
department coordination, intermediary-led coordination, or multi-organization 
collaborative coordination. These efforts have resulted in increased family 
awareness of summer opportunities, higher numbers of children and youth 
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participating in summer programming, new programs operating in high-need 
areas, ongoing continuous improvement of program quality, and increased 
attention given to summertime by policymakers and funders (Augustine, 
McCombs, and Baker, 2021).

Integrating summer into ongoing, operational functions helps organi-
zations sustain programming over time. Embedding a program into the 
routine structures, systems, operations, and practices of an organization can 
help sustain that program over time (Aarons, Hurlburt, and Horwitz, 2011; 
Aharoni et al., 2014). Integrated programs are characterized by widespread 
buy-in, expectations of program continuation, the routinized implementation 
and allocation of resources, and reduced dependence on individual actors 
(Batton, 2004; Eiseman, Fleming, and Roody, 1990; Noblit et al., 2009). On 
the basis of case study research, school districts that successfully integrated 
summer programming into ongoing district functions ensured that there was 
(1) a common understanding of how summer learning programs connected to 
and supported larger district goals, (2) a board policy that stipulated summer 
programming, (3) a planning process that engaged all relevant departments 
across the district, and (4) district systems and expert staff who supported 
summer program planning and operations (Augustine and Thompson, 2020). 
By including community partners in this planning process, those partners can 
also expect that summer programming will be integral to their work each year.

Designing and operating programs to maximize cost efficiency and 
quality can enable scale and sustainability. Methods to reduce cost 
without negatively affecting program quality can reduce the probability that 
funding for the program will be cut. For instance, costs for district-led summer 
learning programs can be reduced by (1) partnering with community-based 
organizations to offer enrichment activities, which often can leverage addi-
tional funding or lower instructor costs; (2) hiring staff to achieve desired 
adult-to-student ratios on the basis of projected daily attendance rather than 
the number of students who sign up (because the number of students who 
sign up is typically far higher than the number of students who attend on any 
given day); (3) centralizing planning activities so that, for example, one person 
is making decisions about a math curriculum rather than multiple teachers 
planning different math lessons; and (4) extending the school-year curricula 
instead of purchasing new summer curricula.
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Final Reflections and Recommendations 
for Policymakers, Funders, Practitioners, 
and Researchers
High-quality summer programs, including academic, employment, recre-
ational, and intervention programs, can build skills and interests and result 
in positive outcomes for youth. They also provide for basic needs, including 
supervision and food, which are critical for youth who face disadvantages. 
Summer programs can be a boon for any child, but, without intentional efforts, 
summer can perpetuate the opportunity and achievement gaps that exist 
between youth from lower-income and youth from higher-income families. 
This is where public funding can help.

Regardless of the type, creating a high-quality program that youth want to 
attend regularly requires comprehensive early planning and expertise. And 
program sustainment is dependent on uninterrupted funding and an ongo-
ing commitment to continuous improvement. Furthermore, community-level 
coordination and action ensure equitable access to a variety of structured 
programs that meet the needs of youth across a region. We offer the following 
recommendations to funders, policymakers, practitioners, and researchers on 
creating, sustaining, and spreading quality summer program opportunities.

Policymakers should consider investing in high-quality summer 
programs to increase opportunities for participation. Summer is an 
opportune time to create programs that benefit children and youth, and there 
is evidence that many types of summer programs do just that. However, the 
availability of summer programming for children and youth from families 
with lower incomes depends on funding availability. Even with the relatively 
high funding levels seen in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the supply 
of high-quality programming did not meet demand. Furthermore, funding 
stream continuity is necessary to support access and quality, which will pro-
mote strong youth and family outcomes.

School districts should consider offering voluntary summer learning 
programs as part of their efforts to advance student achievement, 
particularly if they can offer these programs over multiple consec-
utive summers. Districts have been offering, often in coordination with 
community-based partners, voluntary summer programs that provide aca-
demic and enrichment instruction to help advance student achievement. This 
type of program has proven effective in increasing short-term mathematics 
and reading achievement. Students who have high program attendance and 
students who attend consecutive summers of a program benefit the most, out-
performing comparable peers in reading and mathematics in the fall and the 
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spring after the program. Even though the magnitude of the benefits does not 
grow or persist at the same level years after the programs end, the programs 
remain educationally meaningful.

Districts offering such voluntary academic programs should

	• Offer at least five weeks of programming—and preferably six—
with one to two hours of instruction for each academic subject. 
Students must attend and receive a sufficient amount of instruction in 
order to academically benefit. To maximize the probability that students 
will attend enough days to demonstrably benefit, we recommend that dis-
tricts offer programs for at least f ive weeks.

	• Include enrichment opportunities. Embedding enrichment opportuni-
ties, including sports, arts, and such hobbies as cooking, is advantageous 
for a few reasons. Such activities can extend the duration of the program 
day, benefiting working parents. Students might attend programs more 
if they look forward to these daily activities. Students might also develop 
a hobby that they will continue after the program ends and interact with 
more adults who might provide additional mentoring or serve as positive 
role models. Community partners sometimes have their own funding for 
these activities, reducing the cost of a full-day program. The programs 
studied in the NSLP and the Summer Boost evaluation (Borman, Pyne, 
and Pyne, 2024) included enrichment activities and were successful, indi-
cating that enrichment might be an important component of a program.

	• Conduct early planning geared toward strong student attendance, 
the productive use of instructional time, and high-quality instruc-
tion. Evidence suggests that creating lasting academic benefits for stu-
dents requires ensuring high levels of student attendance, the productive 
use of instructional time, and high-quality instruction. Achieving quality 
programming is challenging and requires advanced planning. We encour-
age districts to use the detailed recommendations and planning resources 
created by the NSLP (Schwartz et al., 2018, p. vii) to support their efforts.

	• Make summer learning programs a core organizational function. 
Embedding a program into the routine structures, systems, operations, 
and practices of a school district can help sustain a program over time, 
facilitate continuous improvement processes, and enable early planning 
and strong program execution.

Districts that are unable to consistently offer in-person voluntary sum-
mer programs should consider offering scaffolded at-home learning 
programs. There is evidence that students can benefit from being provided 
activities in reading and/or mathematics for the summer. The evidence is 
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stronger for programs that provide guidance in the spring and maintain con-
tact with students over the summer.

Communities should consider summer as part of their efforts to 
advance youth development. Community organizations (e.g., city govern-
ment, county government, nonprofit organizations, school districts, libraries) 
that work to advance youth development should consider summer as part of 
those efforts in terms of providing access to a variety of high-quality program-
ming (recreational, academic, youth employment, and intervention). Summer 
could be a topic that brings together different systems across a community—
education, housing, meal distribution, health care, city government—to work 
toward positive and equitable youth outcomes. Children and youth from 
families with lower incomes (many of whom are children and youth of color) 
face additional risks during the summer months from food insecurity, unsafe 
neighborhood spaces, crime victimization, continued academic underperfor-
mance (relative to peers), and fewer opportunities to participate in enriching 
activities. These risks and lack of opportunities could be addressed by multiple 
organizations working together in a defined geographic region.

All summer program providers should align program content and 
staffing to the needs and outcomes the program is addressing. Programs 
that are intentionally designed to link activities to desired outcomes appear 
to be more effective in realizing those outcomes. Program leaders should 
also staff programs to meet the needs of participating children and youth. 
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For instance, if children have mental health needs, staffing the program with 
psychologists or social workers could ensure that the program meets those 
children’s needs.

Funders should expect and researchers should measure outcomes that 
align with program content. Most studied summer programs are effective, 
but few programs are effective in achieving all studied outcomes. Evaluations 
do not tend to f ind benefits that are not directly linked to program content. 
Furthermore, a stronger focus on outcomes that are directly related to pro-
gram content may help program providers focus more intentionally on the 
high-quality implementation of their program’s core components.

Researchers should provide more information about programs and 
their implementation in articles and reports. Much of the literature on 
summer programming does not include sufficient information about inter-
ventions and their implementation. We encourage researchers to gather and 
report this information in evaluations to not only support evidence reviews 
and meta-analyses but also guide practitioners on how to implement programs 
to maximize effectiveness.

Capitalize on the summer period to benefit youth. In summary, we rec-
ommend that multiple types of practitioners, policymakers, and funders think 
about summer as a time to provide free, high-quality opportunities for youth to 
learn, develop (or continue) a new hobby or skill, exercise, eat well, be safe, and 
connect with new friends and mentors.
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