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The 1.2 million AmericAn TeenAgers who fAil To compleTe high 

school eAch yeAr sTArT on A pATh To fAilure long before  

grAduATion dAy. for mosT, risk fAcTors like low AchievemenT 

And poor ATTendAnce Are evidenT in middle school. And reseArch shows 

ThAT sTudenTs who sTArT Their freshmAn yeAr behind in mATh And reAding 

Are AT A high risk of dropping ouT of school. whAT is noT generAlly 

recognized, however, is The sTrong link beTween The summer leArning 

loss ThAT mAny sTudenTs experience ThroughouT elemenTAry school And 

The AcAdemic sTruggles ThAT influence dropouT decisions yeArs lATer.

A New Vision of Summer Learning
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In a widely reported study, Karl 
Alexander and colleagues from 
Johns Hopkins University docu-

mented the relationship between lost 
learning time in the early grades and 
low achievement in the first year of 
high school. That study made a compel-
ling case for high-quality summer pro-
gramming designed to stem summer 
learning loss and raise achievement for 
struggling students. And such findings 
have led to a growing consensus among 
educators and policymakers that sum-
mer programs with engaging academic 
lessons and enrichment opportunities 
could be an effective strategy for educa-
tion reform efforts. 

This issue of the newsletter takes 
a closer look at the potential role of 
summer learning opportunities in 
reducing the number of high school 
dropouts. 

The ongoing economic crisis has 
been cruel to school district budgets, 
and summer school programs have suf-
fered severe cuts in many parts of the 
country. A number of forward-thinking 
districts, however, are bucking the trend 
and instead investing in an expanded, 
innovative summer school model.

“This is not punitive; it’s not reme-
dial,” says Eddie Willson, a summer 
program manager for the Pittsburgh 
Public Schools. “We designed the 
curriculum so that it not only meets a 
student’s specific academic needs, but 
also is interesting and engaging and 

offers a big opportunity for advance-
ment and enrichment.”  With more 
than 40% of the district’s middle 
school youth enrolled thus far, it ap-
pears kids agree.

Pittsburgh Public Schools’ innova-
tive approach to summer learning is 
profiled in this issue, along with the 
multiyear bridge program at Furman 
University in South Carolina for strug-
gling, high-need 9th–12th graders. 

Also in this issue, you’ll read about 
a new project of the National Summer 
Learning Association—described in 
the piece by Brenda McLaughlin and 
Hillary Hardt on page 2—to identify 
effective practices for summer transi-
tion programs that bridge middle 
school to high school. This summer, 
the Association will issue planning 
grants to three district-community 
organization partnerships to support 
the expansion and enhancement of 
existing programs.

Gene Bottoms, a senior vice 
president at the Southern Regional 
Education Board, answers ques-
tions about the elements of effective 
summer transition programs. In the 
Q and A on page 7, Bottoms, who 
directs the Board’s High Schools That 
Work initiative, describes summer as 
an ideal venue for helping students 
develop good study habits and learn 
select topics more deeply through 
hands-on experiences. Summer tran-
sition programs, he says, should also 

include visits to college campuses and 
local businesses to motivate students 
to develop long-term academic and 
career goals.

The research review on page 6 
provides more details on Alexander’s 
pivotal study on summer learning loss, 
and suggests other related resources.

In the commentary, Ron Fairchild, 
the CEO for the National Summer 
Learning Association, makes the case 
for policies and programs that support 
a “new vision of summer school.” 
Fairchild proposes a model that retires 
the timeworn remedial approach and 
replaces it with a dynamic vision, one 
that motivates more students to par-
ticipate fully in meaningful summer 
activities that promote academic and 
personal growth.

“Only recently have educators, 
politicians, and advocates begun to 
realize summer’s great potential for 
closing the achievement gap and 
keeping kids on track to graduate 
through innovative programming,” 
Fairchild writes. “This notion moves 
away from traditional, remedial sum-
mer school and instead embraces 
both core academic learning and 
hands-on enrichment activities.”

We hope you will find these ar-
ticles and other references informing, 
and your view of summer learning 
expanded.

—Brenda McLaughlin, Guest Editor
bmclaughlin@summerlearning.org



2 National Dropout Prevention Center/Network 

The National Dropout Prevention 
Newsletter is published quarterly 
by the National Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network. Your comments  
are always welcome. Please address 
mail to:
 Newsletter Editor
 NDPC
 College of Health, Education,
 and Human Development
 209 Martin Street
 Clemson University
 Clemson, SC   29631-1555
Phone: 864-656-2580
Email: ndpc@clemson.edu
Web: www.dropoutprevention.org

National 
Dropout Prevention 
Center/Network

NEWSLETT E R

Editorial Staff
 
Stuart Udell, Network Chair
Jay Smink, Center Director
Marty Duckenfield, Editor
Brenda McLaughlin, Guest Editor
Peg Chrestman, Editorial Assistant

Using Summers More Strategically to 
Bridge the 8th–9th Grade Transition
by Brenda McLaughlin and Hillary Hardt

In late 2009, with support from the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 
the National Summer Learning 

Association launched a one-year ini-
tiative to study and report on quality 
summer learning programs that help 
students in high-poverty communi-
ties accelerate learning and success-
fully transition to high school. At the 
local level, this initiative will directly 
support three school districts and 
their community partners in planning 
to enhance and expand innovative 
programs aligned to larger school re-
form efforts. At the national level, the 
initiative seeks to increase awareness 
about innovative models and effective 
practices in summer learning 8th/9th 
grade transition programs.

To kick off our investigation, the 
Association lured a group of 50 ex-
perts to a meeting in Tampa, Florida, 
to dig into what we can learn from 
existing research, policy, and practice. 
Several themes emerged during this 
rich discussion, and we’ve highlighted 
a few below. They identify important 
program design features, gaps in the 
research, and needs of the field.

Research. Extensive research 
spanning over a century has raised 
national awareness about summer 
learning loss and its link to later life 
success. But the field lacks equally 
compelling evidence about proven 
methods for accelerating learning. 
Program evaluations with strong 
research methodologies are critically 
needed.

Content. We do know, however, 
that motivating and equipping youth 
to succeed cannot be done with nar-
rowly focused remediation summer 
school. Rather, youth more readily en-
gage in programs that seek out their 
input on content and approach, are 
relevant to their lives, utilize “adult 
like situations” and hands-on ap-
proaches, provide enriching and new 
experiences, and help them develop 
21st Century skills. 

Dosage. With respect to time, 
more is better when it comes to sup-
porting transitions. Programs at least 
4–6 weeks in length, with no less 
than 150 contact hours, are recom-
mended in order to have an impact. 
And for that impact to be sustained, 
multiple year cohort models stand out 
as the shining stars. 

Technology Integration. Summer 
transition programs that are tech sav-
vy in delivery and assessment can be 
very attractive to youth while giving 
them practical skills and driving down 
operational costs. This is a no-brainer 
for digital natives.

Ownership and Connections. A 
great challenge for transition pro-
grams is specifying ownership and 
gaining needed buy in. Is support-
ing successful transitions the middle 
school’s issue?  The high school’s? 

Community partners’?  Parents’?  
All of the above?  Our experts told 
us loud and clear that both middle 
school and high school staff must 
“own” the issue of transition, and 
that districts need to find better ways 
of engaging parents and community 
partners so that resources can be 
shared and deployed across agen-
cies. Summer must be connected to 
school-year efforts and viewed as an 
essential component of a year-round 
approach to supporting vulnerable 
youth. 

Policy and Funding. Lastly, fund-
ing for programs continues to be 
a principal challenge, particularly 
sustainable sources of funding that 
allow programs to reach scale. While 
the reauthorization of ESEA and the 
funds available through the Ameri-
can Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
provide unique windows of opportu-
nity, dedicated, sustainable sources of 
funds are sorely needed for summer 
programs in general.

In addition to this meeting, the 
Association also gained substantial 
knowledge about effective practices 
in summer transition programs from 
a survey to our national network of 
providers. The majority of respond-
ing programs operate between 20-25 
hours per week over 5-6 weeks during 
the summer, and nearly half of the 
programs bridge into the school year. 
Programs typically focus on develop-
ing academic skills and accelerating 
learning while orienting youth to high 
school and college and increasing ef-
ficacy and motivation to succeed. 

—Brenda McLaughlin, Vice President 
Community Initiatives

National Summer Learning Association 
bmclaughlin@summerlearning.org

—Hillary Hardt
Director, Community Initiatives

hhardt@summerlearning.org
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schools, communities, and families, 
especially those in at-risk situations. 
The Conference program will include 
middle/high school transition, paren-
tal involvement, urban education, 
best practices in multiple pathways  
to graduation, extended learning 
opportunities, legislative affairs, 
research/early warning indicators, 
career and technical education, and 
literacy strategies. 

PBIS—A Framework for  
Dropout Prevention
 In this quarterly packet is our 
newest monograph in the Effective 
Strategies for School Improvement 
Series. Edited by JoAnne M. Malloy 
and Melissa O. Hawkins, the publica-
tion, Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports and Dropout Prevention, 
brings to our Network an excellent 
presentation of PBIS and in particular, 
looks at the experience of implemen-
tation in 10 New Hampshire high 
schools as part of the APEX II project 
(Achievement Dropout Prevention and 
Excellence). All the schools that par-
ticipated in the project reduced their 
dropout rates an average of 60%. Ms. 
Malloy is the coordinator of APEX II 
and is the Project Coordinator of the 
Institute on Disability at the University 
of New Hampshire. Ms. Hawkins is a 
Research Associate at the NDPC.

Meet Our Guest Editor      
 Brenda 
McLaughlin,  
Vice President for 
Community Initia-
tives, leads the 
National Summer 
Learning Associa-
tion’s community 
initiatives, ensur-
ing alignment 
between the organization’s overall 
goals and on-the-ground strategies. 
Her background includes serving as 
director for research and evaluation 
at the National Center for Summer 
Learning at Johns Hopkins University. 
She is a recognized expert in the field 
of summer learning, regularly speak-
ing to out-of-school-time professionals 
and the media. 

The National Summer  
Learning Association 

 We are delighted to be partnering 
with the National Summer Learning 
Association for this newsletter. One 
of the NDPC/N’s 15 Effective Strate-
gies for Dropout Prevention is Out of 
School Learning, and a strong research 
base shows that the summer months 
offer an extraordinary opportunity  
to close the achievement gap. The  
Association, which also has member-
ship options, can provide assistance 
with schools and communities to 
maximize this time and to learn how 
to integrate it more fully with the 
entire school year. 
www.summerlearning.org/join

Network Notes

Solutions Over the Summer

 Although Solutions to the Dropout 
Crisis is taking the summer off, it 
doesn’t mean that you cannot access 
the outstanding professional develop-
ment offered by this monthly radio 
webcast. All of the 25 previously re-
corded programs are available on the 
webcast site, in the Archives. Catch 
up on such programs as the June pro-
gram, Successful Summers: The Role of 
High Quality Summer Learning in High 
School Completion. And are you think-
ing of starting a mentoring program? 
The best guidance is found in our June 
2009 program. And learn the guide-
lines for professional development by 
reviewing the February 2010 program, 
Promoting Powerful Professional Learn-
ing to Advance Student Achievement. 
www.dropoutprevention.org/webcast

Philadelphia to Host National 
Conference

 Put November 14-17, 2010, in 
Philadelphia on your professional 
development calendar today, and then 
go online to our Web site to register! 
The 22nd Annual National Dropout 
Prevention Network Conference is 
designed to enhance the leadership 
skills of all adults who are seeking 
to strengthen interventions among 
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Providing Students With “Bridges to  
a Brighter Future”
by Kathleen Manzo

Program Profile

In August 1990, a magazine article 
caught the attention of a woman 
in Greenville, SC. The article 

described a program that bridged the 
gap between dreams and reality for 
disadvantaged high school students. 
The idea of helping students whose 
academic potential surpassed their 
circumstances struck a chord with 
the woman who then provided an 
endowment to start a similar pro-
gram—Bridges to a Brighter Future—
at Furman University, Greenville, SC, 
in 1997.

The goal of this comprehensive 
program is to equip low-income stu-
dents with the tools and support they 
need to overcome the barriers facing 
them, graduate from high school, and 
enroll in college. Since it started, all 
of Bridges’ graduates have completed 
high school, and 93% of its students 
have enrolled in college.

Studies show most students lose 
about two months of grade-level 
equivalency in math computation 
skills over the summer months, and 
low-income kids lose more than two 
months in reading achievement while 
their middle-income peers make 
slight gains. About two-thirds of the 
9th grade achievement gap between 
lower and higher income youth can 
be explained by unequal access to 
summer learning experiences dur-
ing their elementary school years, 
research has found.

In 2009, Bridges was named one 
of the nation’s best summer learning 
programs, one that the National Sum-
mer Learning Association identifies 
as a model in closing the summer 
achievement gap and keeping kids in 
school and on track academically.

“Bridges is a holistic program,” 
says Director Tobi Swartz. “Our foun-
dational core is academic enrichment, 
but we do a lot outside the classroom 
to address personal and emotional de-
velopment. Many of our students do 
not have stable home environments; 

coming to a place with structure, 
three meals a day, and people who 
care about them is life-changing.”  

Students spend three summers at 
Bridges, starting as rising sophomores 
and staying until they are seniors. 
The program takes in about 25 to 30 
Greenville County public school stu-
dents each year and currently serves 
a racially diverse group of about 75. 
All are from families earning less than 
$35,000 a year, and two-thirds are 
from single-parent households.

Describing her experience in the 
Bridges program, Cierra recalls going 
from being a freshman “nobody” to 
president of her high school’s senior 
class. “Coming from a line of genera-
tions of mothers and grandmothers 
who didn’t have the opportunity to go 
to college, you have this dream and 
this ambition to want to go, but you 
don’t really have the support because 
they didn’t have that experience,” 
Cierra says in a video on the Bridges 
Web site. “Bridges came into my life. 
It was freshman year. I mean I was 
doing well academically but, as far as 
college, I was totally clueless.”

“I was introduced to the Bridges 
program and the first thing that 
caught [my attention] was the oppor-
tunities,” she says.

Those include the chance to live 
at Furman University for four weeks 
during the summer and take classes 
four days a week in math; English; 
social studies; science; college plan-
ning; and electives like music and 
video production, pottery, mock 
trial, and improvisational theatre. On 

Wednesdays, first-year students take 
field trips to area locations to learn 
about the cultural, business, and civic 
aspects of Greenville. Rising juniors 
and seniors tour five to seven colleges 
every summer. Weekends are a mix 
of community service and activities 
like bowling or roller-skating. Parents 
visit on Sundays, and students enjoy 
pool parties on Sunday afternoons.   
And the program doesn’t end when 
school begins again in the fall. 
Support continues throughout the 
academic year with Saturday College, 
where students return to Furman 
once a month for tutoring, college 
planning workshops, and activities. 
Students must maintain a B average 
to stay in the program for all three 
years.

Rodrick, another Bridges student, 
says that the program has had a big 
impact on his life.

“I had a hard life. I did some 
things that a young teenager 
shouldn’t have done,” he says in a 
video on the Bridges Web site. “But 
I also had another chance because 
life is what you make it. . . . For the 
ones who deserve a second chance, 
Bridges is your shot. Bridges is your 
door.”

For more information, contact Tobi 
Swartz at tobi.swartz@furman.edu.

 

For the ones who deserve 

a second chance, Bridges 

is your shot. Bridges is 

your door.
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Summer for Pittsburgh’s middle 
school students will be filled 
with outdoor recreation and 

trips to the zoo, studio sessions pro-
ducing stories for a youth radio corps, 
and rehearsals for a local theater pro-
duction. Combined with a dynamic 
academic program, Pittsburgh Public 
Schools’ Summer Dreamers Academy 
will offer high-interest activities for 
the district’s rising sixth, seventh, and 
eighth graders to prepare them for 
high school and set them on a path 
toward long-term academic success. 
In the summer before they enter 
high school, Pittsburgh students get 
additional attention—through a fun 
and rigorous orientation called Grade 
Nation—to help them get prepared for 
the academic challenges ahead and 
motivated to graduate. 

While many districts are respond-
ing to state budget shortfalls by 
cutting summer programs, Pittsburgh 
is investing more than $10 million in 
federal stimulus dollars over two years 
to improve academic achievement, 
student engagement—and graduation 
rates. 

The National Summer Learning 
Association, with support from the Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation, is work-
ing to identify best practices in sum-
mer high school transition programs 
to prepare students for the critical 9th 
grade year. Pittsburgh’s innovative ap-
proach to using summer as a way to 
further engage youth in learning while 
supporting their transition into high 
school reflects an emerging, positive 
trend in high school reform.

The Academy’s academic focus is 
packaged in a summer camp atmo-
sphere that allows students to experi-
ence a range of activities that might 
nurture broader interests beyond 
school. The program replaces the tra-
ditional, skills-focused summer school 
that emphasized remediation for 
low-achieving students and was often 

Summer Academy Makes Dreams 
Come True

       by Kathleen Manzo

Program Profile

considered punitive. The new sum-
mer program is being designed and 
marketed not as something students 
have to do, but that they want to do.

“The learning loss that takes place 
over summer for kids who don’t have 
access to quality programs is to blame 
for a substantial proportion of the dis-
parity in achievement,” says Deputy 
Superintendent Linda Lane, who 
became convinced of the value of the 
academy approach after attending the 
National Summer Learning Associa-
tion’s annual conference, where she 
became steeped in the research on 
summer learning loss. “Stretching out 
the time kids are learning and practic-
ing is very important.”

Pittsburgh’s initiative reflects the 
model for summer learning that the 
Association and experts in the field 
have been calling for as a way of ad-
dressing the achievement gaps that 
are often exacerbated by summer 
learning loss among disadvantaged 
students.

“Through a summer learning 
experience that is unlike traditional 
school, we believe these students will 
enter 9th grade at or above grade level 
in reading and math,” says Eddie 
Willson, a summer program direc-
tor for the Pittsburgh Public Schools. 
“And they also gain new passion for 
learning that continues beyond sum-
mer, and the skills and knowledge 
that will allow them to thrive in and 
beyond high school.”

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan says such an approach is 
an innovative use of stimulus funds.  
“There’s a huge opportunity to use 
this money to buy more time” for 
learning, Duncan says in a 2009 
video produced by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education. “It’s one of the 
best investments we can make.”

Organizers in Pittsburgh heeded 
his advice by extending academic of-
ferings through the summer months. 
But they are not shortchanging the 
fun and leisure that tend to motivate 
youth and are essential to their overall 
well-being. 

Far from the stereotype of sum-
mer school as a bastion for boredom 
for low-performing students, partici-
pants in the academy can choose the 
books they like and then explore their 
readings further through science- and 
arts-related activities and multimedia 
projects. In the afternoon, they will 
participate in some of the 27 activi-
ties—such as kayaking, martial arts, 
music and dance, and technology—
provided by community organiza-
tions.

Guest speakers, camp skits, col-
lege awareness, and team-building 
activities are part of the program at 
the city’s high school and middle 
school campuses. 

Some 800 students, or a third of 
incoming freshmen, are enrolled in 
9th Grade Nation, which combines 
team building, study skills, and fun 
educational activities to provide a 
positive and supportive start to the 
high school years. 

“We want to get across the idea 
that learning does not have to mean 
sitting with a worksheet,” Lane says. 
“You can have fun and learn at the 
same time.”

For more information, contact  
Eddie Willson at Awillson1@pghboe.net.

The new summer program  

is being designed and  

marketed not as something 

students have to do, but 

that they want to do.
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Research Review 
Summer Learning and Its Implications: Insights from the  
Beginning School Study. K. L. Alexander; D. R. Entwistle; 
& L. S. Olson. (Summer, 2007). New Directions for Youth 
Development, Number 114.

http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/journal/114286257/issue

Resources
National Summer Learning  
Association
The National Summer Learning As-
sociation serves as a network hub 
for thousands of summer learning 
program providers and stakeholders 
across the country, providing tools, 
resources, and expertise to improve 
program quality, generate support, 
and increase youth access and partici-
pation. The Association offers profes-
sional development; quality assess-
ment and evaluation; best practices 
dissemination and collaboration; and 
strategic consulting to states, school 
districts, community organizations, 
and funders. 
www.summerlearning.org

Afterschool Alliance
The Afterschool Alliance is working 
to ensure that all children have ac-
cess to affordable, quality afterschool 
programs. Afterschool programs are 
critical to children and families today, 
yet the need for programs is far from 
being met. 
www.afterschoolalliance.org

The literature on summer learning loss spans some 40 studies over more 
than a century, consistently showing the same result: that all kids tend to 
lose math skills during the break from school; but low-income youth are 

particularly susceptible to a slide in reading skills that accumulates over time 
and contributes to the achievement gap.

One of the most notable studies on summer learning loss was conducted by 
Karl Alexander, Doris Entwisle, and Linda Olson at Johns Hopkins University. It 
followed 800 Baltimore City Schools children over the course of more than 20 
years, beginning in first grade and continuing through high school graduation 
and college. Their work, published in 2007, shows that low-income youth suffer 
significantly from a loss of academic skills over the summertime. As the losses 
mount, they contribute to an achievement gap that can make the difference 
between whether students set out on a path for college or decide to drop out of 
high school.

The study found that about two-thirds of the 9th-grade achievement gap in 
reading between disadvantaged youngsters and their more advantaged peers 
can be explained by what happens over the summer during the elementary 
school years. The higher performing group isn’t necessarily high income, but 
simply better off. In Baltimore, that typically meant solidly middle class, with 
parents who are likely to have gone to college versus dropping out.

The study found that statistically, lower income children begin school with 
lower achievement scores, but during the school year they progress at about the 
same rate as their peers. Over the summer, it’s a dramatically different story. 
During the summer months, disadvantaged children tread water at best or even 
fall behind, while better off children build their skills.

Alexander launched his study in 1982, recruiting almost 800 children in 
Baltimore City and monitoring their academic progress from first grade well into 
adulthood. Researchers analyzed patterns over time from achievement tests 
given in the spring and fall. They also interviewed children and parents. 

The researchers found that 40% of the children they started studying as first 
graders left high school without diplomas, which Alexander terms “a problem of 
monumental proportions . . . These early patterns of out-of-school learning have 
profoundly important repercussions that echo throughout the years.”

—Brenda McLaughlin
bmclaughlin@summerlearning.org

Also Recommended
Summer Learning: Research, Policies, and Programs. (2004). Geoffrey D. Bor-

man and Matthew Boulay, Editors.  Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Publish-
ers. This book brings together up-to-date, research-based evidence concerning 
summer learning and provides descriptions and analyses of a range of summer 
school programs. The chapters present theory and data that explain both the 
phenomenon of summer learning loss and the potential for effective summer 
programs to mitigate loss and increase student achievement.

School Calendars and Academic Achievement, Harris Cooper, Duke University, 
Geoffrey Borman, University of Wisconsin-Madison, and Ron Fairchild, Johns 

Events
October 4-7, 2010 Orlando, FL
Dropout Prevention Institute/School 
Attendance Symposium—Be There to 
Get There: Engaging the Promise in 
Every Graduate
www.dropoutprevention.org

Nov. 8-10, 2010  Indianapolis, IN
Summer Changes Everything™  
National Conference
www.summerlearning.org/conference

Nov. 14-17, 2010  Philadelphia, PA
22nd Annual National Dropout 
Prevention Network Conference—
From Rhetoric to Action: Ready, Set, 
Graduate!
www.dropoutprevention.org

Hopkins University. In Handbook of 
Research on Schools, Schooling and 
Human Development. Edited by Judith 
L. Meece and Jacquelynne S. Eccles. 
Routledge, (2010).
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An Interview With Gene Bottoms

Gene Bottoms has been study-
ing what works, as well as 
what doesn’t, in the nation’s 

high schools for more than 20 years. 
As director of the High Schools 
That Work initiative at the Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB), 
Bottoms has been involved in efforts 
at more than 1,000 secondary schools 
in 30 states to improve programs for 
college and career-bound students. 
The highly-regarded SREB initiative 
is guided by the notion that most 
students can master rigorous aca-
demic and career/technical studies if 
school leaders and teachers create an 
environment that motivates students 
to make the effort to succeed.

Bottoms talked recently with the 
National Summer Learning Asso-
ciation about what he has learned 
about effective summer programs for 
middle and high school students, par-
ticularly those who show risk factors 
for dropping out.

NSLA: What opportunities are there 
for schools to tap into summertime 
to better support students as they 
transition to high school?

Bottoms: So many students exhibit 
risk factors for dropping out as early 
as middle school. If you can do 
something in the summer before 
those students get to high school 
to head off the academic chal-
lenges they are likely to face in 9th 
grade, it could give them a great 
jump start toward graduation. If 
you decide that you are going to 

use the summer to teach them to 
grade level standards and pick five 
or six critical things you want them 
to master, and teach those not just 
from a basic level but to in-depth 
understanding, you will be more 
successful than if you just use it 
for remediation. For these kids to 
master something deeply and really 
get it, that builds confidence. If they 
have confidence that with effort 
they can achieve something, that’s 
empowerment for them to push 
forward. 

NSLA: Summer school is often per-
ceived as a remedial program for 
teaching basic skills. That doesn’t 
seem to align with your suggestion 
of teaching to grade-level standards 
and teaching for in-depth under-
standing.

Bottoms: The test prep approach sim-
ply does not motivate students. If 
all you’re going to do in summer is 
four more intensive weeks of test-
prep kinds of experiences, you are 
not going to engage kids deeply or 
get them excited about school and 
learning. You need to take an ap-
proach that is quite different from 
what you do in the school year. Use 
summer school as an opportunity 
to engage them intellectually; use 
learning activities that get them 
emotionally and socially involved 
and that cause them to use those 
habits and behaviors that success-
ful students use, like effective time 
management.

NSLA: In your recom-
mendations you say you 
have to engage students 
intellectually, emotion-
ally, socially, and behav-
iorally. How do you do 
that?
Bottoms: If you learn a 
concept in an hour of 
really good instruction, 
and then in the next hour 
you are in a lab setting 
where you have to apply 
that knowledge, that’s a 
high level of learning that 

you can apply to another context. 
It means something to you and you 
are working with fellow students to 
complete an academic task. So that 
kind of lesson hits on the intellectual, 
emotional, and social aspects. Then 
you also need to teach students the 
habits of success, the study skills, 
time management, and how to 
organize their work and complete as-
signments that are high quality. Many 
students do not come from homes 
that instill those habits of success as 
a part of growing up.

NSLA: Are teachers and districts 
prepared to provide this kind of 
instruction?

Bottoms: If you recruit some of the 
best teachers as lead teachers for 
summer classes and pair some of 
the younger teachers with them, 
then you have an opportunity to 
demonstrate and share best  
practices. You can also really use 
summer school as a laboratory 
for developing effective teaching 
methods.

NSLA: It seems like many of the 
elements of effective summer 
school transition programs that you 
identify—engaging, challenging 
and varied instruction, involving 
parents, professional development, 
building habits of success, even 
scheduling visits to colleges and the 
workplace—could make the high 
school experience more relevant 
and rigorous for all students.

Bottoms: Yes, these can be ingredi-
ents for success for more students 
if they are part of the regular school 
year. We’ve seen that in states that 
have a single focus on account-
ability and boosting test scores, the 
only exciting time in the classroom 
occurs after kids have taken the 
test late in the spring. The truth is, 
the kind of instruction we’re talking 
about here will drive up achieve-
ment even more and give more 
students a better chance at making 
it to graduation. 

For additional information, go 
to www.sreb.org, Southern Regional 
Education Board.
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Summer school—long considered 
a punishment for poor perfor-
mance—has never been a popu-

lar destination. But by rethinking sum-
mer school, we can keep more students 
from tuning out and dropping out of 
school. Extensive research confirms the 
“summer slide” happens to all students. 
A recent study shows that two-thirds of 
the achievement gap in reading among 
9th graders is directly related to unequal 
early summer learning opportunities.  

Only recently have educators, poli-
ticians, and advocates begun to realize 
summer’s great potential for closing 
the achievement gap through innova-
tive programming. This notion moves 
away from traditional, remedial sum-
mer school, embracing a new vision 
for summer school—one that blends 
core academic learning and hands-on 
enrichment activities. 

It’s encouraging that many districts 
are already investing in summer pro-
grams that are academically rich, yet 
look and feel different than the regular 
school year. Some are also paying 
special attention to students at critical 

transition points, particularly the sum-
mer prior to entering high school.

Still, much work remains to 
be done before summer learning 
becomes a national policy priority. 
Currently no federal programs exclu-
sively target the summer months as 
a strategy to close the achievement 
gap, and many states and districts are 
cutting their summer programs.  

There are a number of steps 
policymakers and educators can take 
to make the most out of summer to 
extend and support learning, particu-
larly for adolescents.

Create Targeted Programs. Students 
showing signs of falling off track in 
middle school need extra support to 
ensure success in high school. Summer 
programs are particularly valuable for 
at-risk students at those key transitions.

Provide Incentives. Motivate 
students to attend and learn with 
engaging lessons and enrichment op-
portunities in summer programs. Re-
cruit top teachers and promising new 
teachers through innovative training 
and leadership opportunities.

Include Summer in Reform. Expand 
summer programs and make them 
central to school improvement efforts 
through sustainable and stable funding, 
better planning, infrastructure, data col-
lection, and accountability.

Align and Collaborate. Encour-
age teachers at both the middle and 
high school levels to work more 
closely together on aligning transition 
programs so they adequately address 
student needs and better prepare 
them for the next grade. 

Innovate. Design programs that are 
significantly different from traditional 
school, that allow in-depth learning 
of challenging content, and that build 
partnerships with community organiza-
tions that offer high-interest activities.

These and other recommenda-
tions can support more effective 
models for keeping middle and high 
school students engaged in school 
and thus on track to graduate. 

 
—Ron Fairchild, CEO

National Summer Learning Association


