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June 2015 

The Need for Expanded and  
Enhanced Summer Learning  
Opportunities in New York State 

In New York State, there is a well-documented 

need for a statewide, coordinated system of 

youth programs that operate outside of school 

hours, including before and after school, and 

during weekends and other school breaks, to 

provide high-quality, enriching experiences that 

contribute to the learning and healthy develop-

ment of youth.  Given their sizable impact on 

young people, summer learning opportunities 

must be  a critical component of this system.  

However, far too many children have little or no exposure to the safe, supervised 

learning and enrichment activities that summer programs can provide. 

Summer experiences help meet the needs of all children; this is especially true for 

children from traditionally underserved communities, including children of color, 

those from low-income families, and children living in rural areas.  This policy 

brief highlights the importance of high-quality summer learning opportunities; 

broadens the notion of what summer learning can and should mean; highlights 

local exemplars; and suggests policy recommendations to expand access to ð and 

increase the quality of ð this essential aspect of the youth development system.  
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What do we know about 
summer learning?  
The research on summer learning is largely 

confirmation of what we intuitively know ð 

childrenõs experiences outside of school are 

crucially important to their social and academ-

ic growth.  High-quality summer learning op-

portunities can support and improve a young 

personõs social, academic, physical, and emo-

tional development. Research on summer 

learning indicates that youth who lack access 

to enriching summer experiences, particularly 

those from traditionally underserved commu-

nities, experience not just slowed develop-

ment, but an actual decline in skills over the 

summer months. 

By the time they return to school in the fall, 

students who do not participate in high-

quality summer learning opportunities per-

form, on average, one month behind where 

they performed  in the spring, whereas their 

peers in enriching summer programs show a 

small increase in these skills.1 Research shows 

that teachers typically spend 4 to 6 weeks re-

teaching material that students have forgotten 

over the summer, but even then these losses 

are not completely made up.2  

The result of this phenomenon, often called 

òsummer learning lossó or the òsummer brain 

drain,ó are cumulative and, over time, con-

tribute to the achievement gap between low 

and high income students.  The decline in 

academic performance over the summer 

months is disproportionately high for low-

income students, those least likely to have 

access to summer learning opportunities. 

These kinds of academic losses are particular-

ly dangerous today, as New York State, and 

the country as a whole, transitions to the 

more academically rigorous Common Core 

State Standards.  Summer learning opportuni-

ties, or the lack thereof, contribute to long-

term differences in achievement on measures 

such as high school graduation and college 

attendance, often differentiated by socioeco-

nomic status, race, and/or ethnicity.  

As just one example, a study of the Building 

Educated Leaders for Life (BELL) summer 

program, including sites in New York City,  

òWeõre going to  
work to make sure 
that every young  

person in America  
can have a great 
summer learning  

experience, no  
matter where they 
come from or how 
much money their 
parents have.ó 

 
-Michelle Obama,  

First Lady of the  
United States 
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found that underperforming students partici-

pating in a 5-7 week program that combined 

literacy and math instruction with community 

and recreational activities gained an average of 

3.5 months of math skills and 2.4 months of 

literacy skills. The average gains across all stu-

dents in the same study were 1.8 months in 

math and 1.2 months in literacy.3 Another 

recent report showed that children participat-

ing in summer learning programs gained 17-

21 % of an average years learning in math.4 

In addition to academic benefits, summer pro-

grams and learning opportunities provide a safe, 

supervised environment for children, which is 

of particular importance for working families. 

Summer programs can offer parents free or 

affordable childcare that enables them to con-

tinue working during the summer. Further, 

youth who participate in summer programs are 

less likely to engage in the kind of risky behav-

iors, such as substance abuse and sexual activity, 

that they may participate in if left unsupervised.  

Summer  programs are essential to the healthy 

development of young people, especially in the 

context of the growing problem of childhood 

obesity. Studies show that childrenõs weight 

increases and fluctuates at higher rates during 

the summer than during the school year, be-

cause of the lack of access to both  nutritious 

meal and snack options and opportunities to 

participate in physical activities.5 Summer pro-

grams fill both of these needs, providing partici-

pants with the healthy food and recreational 

activities that they may not receive elsewhere 

during the summer.  

 
The Need for  
Expanded Summer  
Learning Opportunities 

A recent report suggests that 1,080 hours of the 

6,000 hour opportunity gap between low and 

middle-income 6th grade students come from 

differences in opportunities to attend summer 

enrichment programs.6 Not all families have suf-

ficient resources to provide their children with 

the activities that will close that gap. In fact, high-

income families spend about seven times more 

money than low-income families do on enrich-

ment activities for their children.7 

Enrichment should not be a privilege reserved 

for those who can pay for it, but instead must be 

available  to all children to ensure their learning  

The Facts About Summer Learning Loss 

¶ The academic achievement gap 
which exists largely along income 
and race and ethnicity lines increas-
es at a faster rate during the sum-
mer than during the school year.8   

 

¶ Low- and middle-income students 
within the same school system learn 
at approximately the same rate dur-
ing the school year.9   
 

¶ Low-income students tend to  
experience a decrease in reading 
skills during the summer, while mid-
dle-income students continue to im-
prove their reading skills over the 
summer.10 

¶ A synthesis of 13 summer learning 
studies found that the summer 
learning gap in literacy between 
low- and middle-income students is 
equivalent to three months of 
schooling each year.11 

 

¶ Math skills decline at a greater 
rate than reading skills during the 
summer. Children of all socio-
economic status tend to experience 
a reduction in math skills during the 
summer months, equivalent to about 
2.6 months of school learning.12     
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and development during the summer months. 

We need programs whose content and structure 

suit the diverse family populations they serve. 

Unfortunately, the well-documented need for 

summer learning opportunities has not yet elic-

ited a large-scale, systemic policy response, and 

existing efforts alone are not sufficient.  

We need high-quality summer programs that 

prepare students  for their return to the school 

by offering both enrichment and academic ac-

tivities that further learning, build self-

confidence, and support healthy habits, all of 

which contribute to childrenõs readiness to 

learn, and therefore teachersõ ability to teach. By 

allowing students to continue to learn in the 

summer, we are giving them the tools to learn 

more efficiently year-round.  

The long days of summer also offer opportuni-

ties for children to explore their local communi-

ties and cultural institutions and to participate in 

activities outside of the classroom that excite 

them. By introducing  children to the resources 

in their communities, summer programs have 

the power to ignite long-term relationships and 

passions for those institutions and to keep stu-

dents engaged with them long after the summer 

has ended. A visit to an art museum may spark 

an interest in painting, a day at an animal shelter 

could lead to the decision to volunteer.   

Students must have  chances to explore passions 

and skills of that they may not be able to experi-

ence during school hours, by performing musi-

cals, using 3D printers, building houses, writing 

poems, gazing at stars, staring through micro-

scopes, or engaging in any other activity that a 

young person dreams about.   

These are the experiences that colleges will look 

for in applicants, that students will keep in mind 

when seeking fulfilling careers and find joy in as 

adults. By introducing students to a variety of 

fields and interests today, we are preparing them 

to fill the roles in our countryñin the arts, sci-

ences, political sphere and beyondñthat must be 

filled by competent leaders in the future. 

Summer Learning in New York  

Many organizations throughout New York are 

pursuing innovative ways to address the need for 

quality summer learning programs, and they serve 

as models from which to draw policy recommen-

dations.  A few examples are listed below. 

¶ Project Morry of White Plains is a youth de-

velopment organization that provides children 

with a year round, multi-year commitment 

anchored by a high-quality residential summer 

camp experience, and is a 2007 Excellence in 

Summer Learning Award Winner. 97% of the 

young people who have completed the Project 

Morry program have graduated high school on 

time. 

 


