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Summer Learning Policy Brief

Americans have grown accustomed to the tradition of a long summer break where 

young people experience freedom from the typical school day. Often viewed as a rite 

of passage, summer represents a fun and exciting time. This is true for many youth, 

“But for millions of others, when schools close for the summer, safe and enriching 

learning environments are out of reach, replaced by boredom, lost opportunities 

and risk.”1

Every summer, children and youth forget between 1-3 
months of what they learned in school the previous year. 
While over a century of research indicates that crucial 

knowledge is lost over the summer, we have only begun to 
address this issue. The process of forgetting and taking a 
couple steps back each summer is commonly referred to as 
summer learning loss. 
 
What this growing body of research on summer learning 
loss reveals is concerning not only because young people 
are falling behind in school, but because they are falling 
behind at different rates. Research shows that more than 
half of the achievement gap between lower- and higher-
income youth can be explained by unequal access to summer 
learning opportunities.2 This data is alarming and calls for 
increased efforts to level the playing field for all youth, 
especially low-income youth and young people of color who 
disproportionally experience academic and social barriers to 
success. All youth deserve the same opportunities to learn, 
grow and develop into successful adults.

What Does Summer Learning Look Like?
Summer learning programs are delivered in a variety of 
settings by different types of agencies and organizations 
including schools, parks and recreation departments, 
community and faith-based organizations, libraries and 
child care centers as well as specific youth-serving entities 
such as the YMCA, Campfire USA and Boys & Girls Clubs. 
Across this spectrum, variables include the length, duration, 
programmatic focus and target population. Summer programs 
provide a variety of activities such as academic support, 
enrichment opportunities, cultural and social development, 

outdoor recreation, visual and performing arts, leadership 
skills, job training, or even environmental exploration. 
Summer learning programs are often intended as an 
opportunity for young people to engage in experiences they 
may not have available to them during the school year.

What is the Current Landscape in Washington 
State?
In 2009, School’s Out Washington (SOWA) conducted a 
supply and demand study of afterschool, youth development 
and summer programs in Washington State.  As part of 
the study, three communities across the state partook in 
an intensive process including focus groups and mapping 
of programs by age group and time of year which resulted 
in a key finding around the lack of programs during the 
summer.  Parents who participated in focus groups in these 
communities reinforced the need for additional summer 
programs, especially affordable programs for middle school 
youth.3   

America After 3pm polling that the Afterschool Alliance 
conducted in 2010 backs up findings from SOWA’s supply and 
demand study. The study based on 596 Washington State 
households found that only 21% of parents have their child 
enrolled in a summer program while an additional 49% are 
still interested in enrollment. While such a small percentage 
of Washington’s youth are enrolled in programs, this survey 
found that 79% of parents support public funding for 
programs.4  

Beyond the issue of availability, barriers exist related to access 
and quality.  Low-income families in particular face barriers 



including cost, convenience and transportation issues that 
impact whether a youth can attend a program, even if they 
have openings.  Although there may be programs that still 
have openings, it does not necessarily mean they will be 
accessible to all families or fulfill a young person’s particular 
needs.

What Should a High-Quality Summer Learning 
Program Look Like?
Research tells us that holistic enrichment opportunities 
provide youth with the best learning experiences. Such 
programs can reverse the effects of summer learning loss 
and dramatically increase academic success. The benefits 
and social returns of investing in summer learning are very 
compelling. According to a report released in June 2011 by 
the RAND Corporation, students who regularly attend high-
quality summer learning programs have positive outcomes, 
and the effects of summer learning programs can endure for 
at least two years after the program. 5

NSLA recently completed an assessment tool to help 
programs gain a better understanding of where they stand 
in terms of providing high-quality services to youth. The 
Comprehensive Assessment of Summer Programs (CASP) 
measures the quality of summer programs across a variety 
of domains. This assessment is designed to be implemented 
using external assessors that must be trained in this 
particular tool. NSLA has also designed a self-assessment 
that summer programs may use initially to gauge quality and 
does not require additional resources to bring in an external 
assessor. To learn more about CASP, download the “Summer 
Learning Technical Assistance Resource Manual” from 
NSLA’s website at www.summerlearning.org.

Lack of Quality Options for Low Income Youth
In a critique of public policies around summer learning, 
an Afterschool Matters publication found that low-income 
youth were often subjected to summer school whether 
they needed it or not. In their New Vision for Summer 
School, NSLA points out that, “while many school districts 

Based on current research and findings from organizations like NSLA, School’s Out Washington 
recommends the following to improve the quality of summer programs: 

• Create a more holistic and engaging learning environment that balances both 
academic and enrichment activities.

• Increase the duration and intensity of summer programs to at least a 6-week, full-day model.

• Provide free breakfast and lunch as well as nutritional snacks.

offer summer school, it is often in the form of remedial 
and punitive options that result in poor attendance, limited 
engagement, and mediocre results.”6 There are very 
few policies that support summer learning, and existing 
programs tend to fall into just a few narrow domains (e.g., 
education, child care and delinquency prevention) creating 
“niche” programs which only address a single area of need 
or development.

It is policies and experiences like these, combined with lack 
of access and always being told they are behind, that may 
generate negative feelings about school among low-income 
youth. Meanwhile, summer camps and other high quality 
programs attended by middle and upper income youth 
are usually funded by private philanthropies and often 
fee-based, maintaining the divide between upper income 
and lower income youth for access to high quality summer 
programming. 

For the past several years, School’s Out Washington has 
offered workshops and trainings specific to improving 
program practice in summer learning settings. These 
workshops focus on infusing literacy into enrichment 
activities, incorporating a thematic approach to planning, 
building partnerships to sustain programs and other relevant 
topics. We will continue to focus our efforts on this issue 
and provide technical assistance and support to programs 
during the summer months, especially for programs serving 
high percentages of low-income youth to ensure access to 
high-quality programs for all young people.

Addressing Hunger in the Summertime
Many youth in our state experience hunger during the 
summer months. The federally-subsidized Summer Food 
Service Program, is designed to fill the summer gap by 
providing an open feeding site with free meals for children 
and youth ages 0-18 living in low-income areas. While 
SFSP is a great resource for many communities, it is highly 
underutilized in Washington State. In 2010, Washington 
ranked 38th in the country with only 9.6% of youth who get 



free/reduced price meals during the school year accessing 
the free summer meals.7 One of the reasons for SFSP’s 
underutilization is that many organizations and schools 
simply cannot find the resources to staff and operate 
summer programs. With increased budget cuts by school 
districts, we’re seeing fewer and fewer summer schools 
operating which has translated to cuts in summer feeding 
sites.

As part of a statewide plan developed under the leadership 
of the Children’s Alliance to end childhood hunger by 2015, 
School’s Out Washington participates in a Summer Meals 
Workgroup. Increasing access to the federally-subsidized 
summer meals programs was identified as one of the key 
strategies to ending childhood hunger. This collaborative 
workgroup meets monthly and together is working to 
increase participation by young people in the program and 
increase the number of sites offering meals.

What are the Existing Funding Streams to 
Support Summer Learning?
There are no public funding streams specifically designated 
to support summer learning programs. In some cases, 
utilizing funds for summer is considered an “allowable” but 
non-required use of funds. The 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers program (21st CCLC) has the flexibility 
to support summer programming and is currently a major 
funding source nationally for summer programming in 40-
65% of Title I schools. In Washington State, all 21st CCLC 
programs operated summer programs in 2010. 

In a funding report, the NSLA found that it is common for 
major urban school districts to use Title 1, Supplemental 
Educational Services and a mix of other state and local 
funding and private support for summer programming.8 
NSLA is working at the national level to advocate for changes 
in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act which is up 
for reauthorization to include stronger language in support 
of funding and policy for summer learning. However, in 
this current economy, without requirements to exclusively 
allocate funds towards summer learning, summer programs 
are often the first cuts to be made. Just like with afterschool 
and youth development programs, summer programs must 
creatively blend together a variety of funding sources to 
sustain programs and look to non-education sources such 
as the Summer Feeding Service Program, juvenile justice, 
health, parks and recreation and other funding streams. 

What is the Cost of Programs? 
In 2009, the Finance Project and Public/Private Ventures 
conducted a study of the full costs of quality out-of-school 
time (OST) programs serving elementary and middle 
school aged participants. Researchers examined both in-
kind or donated costs and out-of-pocket costs of program 
operations. About two-thirds of OST programs in the 
study operated during the summer. The summer programs 
operated on average for 44 days for an annual cost of $1,330 
per average daily participant. Costs ranged from $900 to 
$1,500.15.9

Visit www.parenthelp123.org to access 

the Washington State summer meals 

toolkit with information and resources 

on the program and information on 

finding the nearest summer meal site 

near you.

Spotlight: Feed Your Brain

Since 2001, School’s Out Washington has worked 

in partnership with the Children’s Alliance and 

Discuren Charitable Foundation to address the 

issues of summer learning loss and hunger through 

the Feed Your Brain project which provides 

grants and training to schools, community based 

organizations and/or tribes running summer 

programs in high-poverty, rural areas of Washington 

State. The overarching goal of Feed Your Brain is to 

increase the number of children who participate 

in academic and enrichment activities and receive 

at least two nutritious meals through the federally 

subsidized Summer Feeding Service Program. In 10 

years of Feed Your Brain, over 18,000 young people 

have benefited from resources and support to 

summer learning programs across the state.



School’s Out Washington
801 23rd Ave. S., Suite A
Seattle, wa 98144

P: 206.323.2396
F: 206.323.7997
toll Free: 888.419.9300

School’s Out Washington provides services and guidance for organizations to ensure all young people have safe places to learn and grow 

when not in school. School’s Out Washington is dedicated to building community systems to support quality out-of-school time programs for 

Washington’s 5-18 year olds through training, advocacy, and leadership.

 

For questions about our work to support summer learning, please contact Danielle Baer, Communication and Grants Manager 

with School’s Out Washington, at (206) 336-6924 or dbaer@schoolsoutwashington.org.
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What we can do to improve access to, and quality of, summer programs? 

•  Address issues of accessibility to high quality summer programs for low income youth including reducing enrollment fees, 
increasing number of sites and available transportation and expanding hours of operation.

 
•  Improve partnerships and coordination between schools, community based organizations, businesses and other 

stakeholders to leverage resources at the local level to support summer programs..
 
•  Encourage summer program providers to collect data on the impact of their program and share with decision makers.
 
•  Engage state education leaders in conversations to change policy and make summer programs a required use of funds 

under the 21st Century Community Learning Center program.
 
•  Utilize summer learning programs as an essential component of school reform and school turnaround plans through the 

use of federal Title 1 and School Turnaround funds.

What is Our Goal for Summer Programming? 
At School’s Out Washington we strive to ensure children 
and youth have safe places to learn and grow when not in 
school. These efforts should not only apply to afterschool, 
but are also crucial during the summer months. With 
research showing the benefits of summer learning programs 
in helping to close the achievement gap, we are focused 
specifically on providing these opportunities for low-income 
youth and young people of color who disproportionally 
experience higher drop-out rates. The likelihood of 
graduation is 62.7% for low income students compared to 
the overall average of 73.5%.10

Investing in summer learning is one strategy for closing the 
achievement gap and addressing the needs of low income 
youth. As more funding and resources become available, 
we recommend they are utilized to increase the availability 
and accessibility of summer programs to meet the demand. 
By 2012, we hope to identify additional funding streams 
at the state level. Every young person should have equal 
opportunity to engage in high-quality summer learning 
programs and enrichment opportunities. We believe such 
efforts will effectively contribute to closing the achievement 
gap, improving health and nutrition and increasing safety for 
our youth.


