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Preface

This report offers guidance to district leaders across the country who are interested 
in launching summer learning programs or improving programs that are already 
established. Our recommendations are based on the evaluations of summer programs 
in six urban districts in the summer of 2011. These districts—Boston; Cincinnati; 
Dallas; Duval County, Florida; Pittsburgh; and Rochester, New York—were selected 
for a multiyear demonstration project funded by The Wallace Foundation to assess 
their effectiveness in improving student achievement. They are among the nation’s 
most advanced in their experience with comprehensive, voluntary summer learning 
programs. 

This is the first in a series of reports that will result from the evaluation. A separate 
report, Making Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can Boost Children’s Learning 
(McCombs et al., 2011) synthesized the research on summer learning loss, identified the 
key features of effective summer learning programs supported by research, and investi-
gated the ways that more than 20 program leaders were managing the challenges of imple-
menting such programs. Building on that material, this report offers lessons learned from 
detailed evaluations of the district programs in the demonstration project in the summer 
of 2011. These evaluations were designed to help the districts improve the programs they 
offered in 2012. We have since completed evaluations of the summer 2012 programs, so 
that districts could further strengthen their programs by the summer of 2013, during a 
randomized controlled trial to assess the programs’ effects on student performance. Three 
forthcoming reports will present the results of the trial. A PDF file containing the appen-
dix material to this document is available on the RAND website’s product page for this 
research report (www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366.html).

This study was undertaken by RAND Education, a unit of the RAND Corpora-
tion that conducts research on prekindergarten, kindergarten–12th grade, and higher 
education issues such as assessment and accountability, choice-based and standards-
based school reform, vocational training, and the value of arts education and policy in 
sustaining and promoting well-rounded communities. 

This study was sponsored by The Wallace Foundation, which seeks to support 
and share effective ideas and practices to improve learning and enrichment opportuni-
ties for children. Its current objectives are to improve the quality of schools, primar-

http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366.html
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ily by developing and placing effective principals in high-need schools; improving the 
quality of and access to after-school programs through coordinated city systems and by 
strengthening the financial management skills of providers; reimagining and expand-
ing learning time during the traditional school day and year as well as during the 
summer months; expanding access to arts learning; and developing audiences for the 
arts. For more information and research on these and other related topics, please visit 
its Knowledge Center at www.wallacefoundation.org.

http://www.wallacefoundation.org
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Summary

Summer learning programs have emerged as a promising way to address the growing 
achievement gap between children of the poorest families and those of the most afflu-
ent. Research shows that during summer, low-income students suffer disproportionate 
learning loss and those losses accumulate over time, contributing substantially to the 
achievement gap between low- and higher-income children. In addition, summer pro-
grams can benefit struggling students of all backgrounds by providing additional time 
to learn material they did not master during the school year. Many school districts 
offer mandatory summer programs to students at risk of grade retention, but fewer dis-
tricts offer summer learning programs to a broader population of students as a means 
of stemming summer learning loss and boosting academic performance.

The Wallace Foundation is funding a multiyear demonstration project to deter-
mine whether district summer learning programs can stem summer learning loss for 
low-income students. This report distills the lessons learned so far from evaluations of 
programs offered in summer 2011 in six districts selected for the demonstration proj-
ect. These districts—Boston; Cincinnati; Dallas; Duval County, Florida; Pittsburgh; 
and Rochester, New York—have committed to offering such programs to large num-
bers of at-risk elementary students. These are all voluntary programs that offer reading, 
mathematics, and enrichment activities (such as arts, sports, and science exploration); 
operate for a full day; provide transportation to students; are free of charge; and share a 
goal of maintaining or improving student achievement. They all served students rising 
from third into fourth grade (the focus of our evaluations), and most districts served 
other grade levels as well. 

To gather information for our evaluations, we interviewed summer program 
stakeholders, such as district leaders and summer site leaders and teachers; surveyed 
teachers, parents, and students; observed program training, instruction, and logis-
tics; engaged professors of elementary education reading and mathematics to review 
the curricula; gathered program cost data; and analyzed district data on attendance. 
Our analysis of all this information, combined with our review of education research 
(including studies of the characteristics of strong summer programs), led to a diagnosis 
of the key strengths and weaknesses of each program, as well as recommendations for 
improvement tailored to each district. The detailed evaluations that went to each dis-
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trict were designed to help them improve their programs before the summer of 2013, 
when we will conduct a randomized controlled trial to answer the key question: Are 
these programs improving student outcomes? 

Although the demonstration project is not yet complete, we synthesized the key 
lessons we have learned so far and developed a set of recommendations. Because there 
is demand for information on how to set up and manage such programs, we did not 
want to wait until the end of the study to share what we have learned about what works 
and what does not. Although the recommendations we make here are not proven 
practices—we do not yet have student outcome data from the randomized controlled 
trial—they are based on an enormous data-gathering effort that included more than 
1,800 surveys, 325 interviews, and about 400 hours of direct observations of classroom 
and enrichment activities. We are confident that these recommendations offer the best 
guidance on summer programs currently available.

In the accompanying box we list these recommendations, organized around the 
key challenges of starting up and managing a summer learning program.
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Recommendations

Planning

Launching a summer program is akin to starting a new school year, but with 
less time for planning and execution.  A good planning process may be the most 
important characteristic of a strong program: It reduces logistical problems and 
increases instructional time for students.

1. Start early and be inclusive.

 – Commit to having a summer program by January.
 – Include both district and site-level staff in the planning process.
 – Centralize some decisionmaking.
 – Deliver planning templates to site leaders.

2. Meet regularly and be comprehensive in scope.

 – Conduct regular and productive meetings before the program starts.
 – Plan for enrichment activities as well as academics.

3. Clearly delineate roles.

 – Among program leaders, external partners, and summer site leaders, 
determine who will plan for what and who will be responsible for what 
during the summer.

4. Establish firm enrollment deadlines and keep electronic student records.

Curriculum and Instruction

Summer programs are short and often provide little time for teachers to plan 
their lessons. To maximize the effectiveness of instruction, teachers must have 
high-quality curricular materials, matched to student needs and small class sizes. 
These strategies, which characterized the best curriculum and instruction across 
districts, are likely to lead to stronger student outcomes.

1. Anchor the program in a commercially available and evidence-based 
curriculum.

2. Standardize the curriculum across district sites.

3. Include strategies for differentiation in curriculum materials to 
accommodate at least two ability levels.

4. Structure the program to ensure sufficient time on task.

5. Instruct students in small classes or groups.

6. Provide support to students with special needs.
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Teacher Selection and Training

According to the research, teaching quality has the largest school-based impact 
on student outcomes of any factor.  Hiring effective teachers and giving them the 
support they need are critical steps to maximizing student achievement.

1. Recruit and hire the right teachers.

 – Develop rigorous selection processes to recruit motivated teachers.
 – Take teachers’ school-year performance into consideration.
 – Hire teachers with grade-level and subject-matter experience and, if pos-
sible, familiarity with the students.

 – Negotiate with teachers’ unions, if necessary, to establish a competitive 
selection process.

2. Give teachers sufficient training and ongoing support.

 – Familiarize teachers with the summer curriculum and how to teach it.
 – Help teachers tailor the curriculum for students with different aptitudes.
 – Provide ongoing support to implement the curriculum.
 – Include all instructional support staff in academic training sessions.
 – Give teachers time to set up their classrooms in advance.

Enrichment Activities

All districts included fun and engaging enrichment activities such as the arts, 
sports, and science exploration to differentiate their programs from traditional 
summer school and to attract students and promote attendance.  Some good prac-
tices characterized the most well-organized and engaging activities we observed 
in the districts.

1. Keep class sizes small and select providers with well-qualified staff who 
have experience in behavior management. 

2. Conduct careful planning if enrichment is supposed to be integrated 
with academics.
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Attendance

Research has confirmed the common-sense notion that in order for students to 
benefit from summer programs, they must attend regularly. In addition to offering 
enrichment activities, some districts adopted other effective strategies for maintain-
ing good attendance.

1. Set enrollment deadlines.

2. Establish a clear attendance policy.

3. Provide field trips and other incentives for students who attend.

4. Keep in mind it is not necessary to disguise academics to boost attendance.

Time on Task

The ultimate goal of summer learning programs is to improve academic achieve-
ment. Besides providing high-quality instruction and achieving good attendance, a 
program needs to be structured to provide a sufficient amount of time on academ-
ics to improve performance.

1. Operate the program for five to six weeks.

2. Schedule three to four hours a day for academics and focus on academic 
content during those hours.

Program Cost and Funding

Cost is a key barrier in creating and sustaining summer learning programs. How-
ever, districts can better estimate and minimize costs—as well as maximizing value 
from an investment in summer learning—by following these recommendations. 

1. Design the summer program with costs in mind.

 – To control fixed costs, avoid assigning small numbers of students to many sites.
 – Use enrichment providers to help leverage additional funds and provide a 
full-day program.

 – Hire staff to achieve desired student-to-adult ratios based on projected daily 
attendance, not the initial number of enrollees.

 – Operate full-day programs for five to six weeks.
2. Put resources into tracking and boosting attendance.

3. Use effective cost-accounting practices.

 – To understand costs per student served, express costs on not just a  
per-enrollee basis, but also on a per-attendee, per-hour basis.

 – Set up data procedures to enable cost tracking on a per-attendee, per-hour basis.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Despite concerted efforts to close the large achievement gap between disadvantaged 
and advantaged students over the past several decades, significant disparities remain. 
On the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in 2011, 50 percent of 
fourth-grade students eligible for free lunch scored at the “below basic” level in read-
ing (the lowest proficiency level), compared with 18 percent of students who were not 
eligible for the free or reduced-price lunch programs. Large achievement gaps exist for 
mathematics as well, with 29 percent of students receiving free lunch performing at the 
lowest performance level compared with only 8 percent of higher-income peers. These 
trends hold in the eighth grade as well (U.S. Department of Education, undated). 
Because an inequitable proportion of low-income students is from minority popula-
tions, similar achievement gaps are found between white and black children, white and 
Hispanic children, and native speakers and English language learners.

In fact, the achievement gap between children from the poorest and most afflu-
ent families has increased over decades. Examining the data on children from families 
in the top 10 percent of income and those in the bottom 10 percent, we found the 
achievement gap to have grown substantially since the mid-1970s: The gap in achieve-
ment for children from families in these income groups now is 30 to 60 percent larger 
than it was for children born in the 1970s from families with the same differences in 
income (Reardon, 2011). 

Not surprisingly, these income and achievement disparities are also associated 
with differences in levels of educational attainment. Students from the bottom quar-
tile of the income distribution are more than twice as likely to drop out of high school 
as students from the top quartile of the distribution (Digest of Education Statistics, 
2007). Failing to complete high school has significant ramifications for the individuals 
themselves and for society because formal schooling is an increasingly important gate-
way to future employment, earnings, and attendant life chances (Belfield and Levin, 
2007). As family income has become more predictive of children’s academic achieve-
ment, educational attainment and cognitive skills have become more predictive of 
adults’ earnings (Reardon, 2011). 

It is against this background that policymakers have been considering interven-
tions that could help close the achievement gap. One approach that appears to show 
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promise is expanding learning time, particularly during the summer months. This is 
because summer vacation contributes to existing achievement and educational attain-
ment gaps. Over the summer, students typically either slow their learning or lose knowl-
edge and skills. On average, students re-enter school in the fall performing about one 
month behind where they performed in the previous spring (Cooper et al., 1996). We 
might be willing to accept this “summer slide” if all students experienced these average 
losses. However, research shows that low-income students lose more knowledge and 
skills than their more affluent peers. For example, low-income students lose substantial 
ground in reading during the summer, while their more affluent peers maintain or even 
gain. There is also evidence that summer learning loss is cumulative: As years pass, low-
income students fall farther behind, contributing substantially to the achievement gap 
in reading skills by the ninth grade (Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson, 2007). 

While many school districts offer mandatory summer programs to students at 
risk of grade retention, this research shows that many more students, including low-
income as well as low-achieving students, can benefit from summer learning programs. 
This report provides ideas and practices that districts can use to support the develop-
ment and sustainability of such programs.

Study Background

This study stems from research commissioned by The Wallace Foundation as part of its 
summer learning initiative, the objective of which is to promote high-quality summer 
learning programs across the country for low-income and low-achieving students. The 
Foundation is pursuing three strategies:

•	 building awareness of the problems of summer learning loss, as well as potential 
solutions

•	 funding leading providers of summer learning programs so they can serve more 
children 

•	 evaluating whether and how voluntary summer learning programs in school dis-
tricts can stem summer learning loss for low-income students.

As part of the third strategy, The Foundation is supporting a summer learning 
demonstration. This process began in 2010 when The Foundation asked RAND to 
synthesize the research on features of effective summer learning programs and to inves-
tigate how districts are managing implementation challenges. The report from that 
study, Making Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can Boost Children’s Learning 
(McCombs et al., 2011), formed the basis for the design of the summer demonstration 
programs for low-achieving students. 
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For the demonstration itself, The Foundation selected six urban districts that 
had committed themselves to offering a voluntary summer program to large num-
bers of struggling elementary students, not just those facing grade retention: Boston;  
Cincinnati; Dallas; Duval County, Florida; Pittsburgh; and Rochester, New York. As 
pioneers in this arena, these six districts are understandably encountering many of the 
challenges documented in the report mentioned above. To help them address these dif-
ficulties and strengthen their programs so that they could be tested for their effective-
ness, The Foundation asked RAND to conduct formative evaluations of the programs 
over two summers (2011 and 2012) so that districts could make successive improve-
ments to their programs before 2013, when they would be rigorously evaluated to dem-
onstrate the programs’ effects on student performance.

This report offers guidance on how to launch and sustain summer learning pro-
grams based on what we learned from the evaluations conducted in the summer of 
2011 and our review of published research. As an interim report, it does not present 
findings on the effects of the programs on student outcomes. Future reports from the 
randomized controlled trial, which started in summer 2013, will describe the effects 
of these programs on students’ academic and social-emotional outcomes. In the mean-
time, however, in response to the growing demand for guidance in this field, we pres-
ent what we have learned so far about managing summer learning programs. Because 
we are not able to include evidence of the effectiveness of summer programs in improv-
ing student achievement, the practices we recommend in this report should be consid-
ered promising, but not proven.

Highlights from Research on Summer Learning

A body of research has documented that summer learning programs can be effective 
in improving student achievement and providing enrichment activities such as sports, 
arts, and science exploration for low-income students. Studies have also identified the 
features of summer learning programs that are associated with improved student per-
formance, results that helped us focus our data collection efforts for the district evalu-
ations in summer 2011. We summarized that research in our earlier report, Making 
Summer Count (McCombs et al., 2011), and give a brief recap of the literature here. 

Positive effects on student achievement have been documented for small, vol-
untary summer programs not run by districts (Borman, Benson, and Overman, 
2005; Schacter and Jo, 2005; Chaplin and Capizzano, 2006; and Borman, Goetz, 
and Dowling, 2009), district-run mandatory summer programs (Jacob and Lefgren, 
2004; Matsudaira, 2008; and McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009), and nonclass-
room-based, reading-at-home programs (Kim, 2006; Kim and White, 2008; and  
Allington et al., 2010). The combined evidence from these studies suggests that all 
of these types of summer learning programs can reduce summer learning losses and 
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even lead to achievement gains. Moreover, some longitudinal studies conclude that 
the effects of a summer learning program can endure for at least two years after the 
student’s participation (Jacob and Lefgren, 2004; Matsudaira, 2008; and McCombs, 
Kirby, and Mariano, 2009). 

Besides stemming summer learning loss, summer learning programs can also 
help bridge the opportunity gap between disadvantaged and advantaged students. Par-
ents with lower incomes are unable to make as many investments in their children’s 
enrichment experiences, so students at the lowest income levels are far less likely than 
more-affluent peers to participate in lessons, athletics, or clubs, and they are less likely 
to have access to computers (Kaushal, Magnuson, and Waldfogel, 2011). In addition, 
many schools and districts, particularly high-poverty and/or lower-achieving schools 
and districts, have cut school-day enrichment, such as music and art, either to reduce 
budgets or to maximize time dedicated to core academic content areas (McMurrer, 
2007). In 2000, the data showed that 100 percent of high-poverty schools offered 
music instruction, but as of 2011, only 80 percent offered music instruction. The per-
centage of these schools offering visual arts, dance, and theater is even lower (Parsad 
and Spiegelman, 2012). 

While the research is clear that summer learning programs can benefit students, 
not all summer learning programs studied have resulted in positive outcomes for enroll-
ees (Kim, 2004; Borman, Goetz, and Dowling, 2009; and Kim and Guryan, 2010). 
Research studies and best-practice literature show that effective programs providing 
high-quality academic opportunities share a number of features: 

•	 structured instruction in reading, writing, and mathematics. Instruction should 
be consistent with state and local content standards and match students’ aca-
demic needs. 

•	 adequate intensity and duration of instruction. Experts recommend that aca-
demic instruction last at least three hours a day, five days a week, for five to six 
weeks.

•	 certified teachers providing academic instruction. Academic instructors should 
hold the appropriate certification and be selected because of their interest in and 
appropriateness for summer instruction of low-achieving students.

•	 lower student-to-adult ratios than those in the regular school year. Lower ratios 
permit more attention to the needs of individual students. 

•	 enrichment activities to supplement academic content. Enrichment activities 
often involve music, art, sports, and community service and may entail reading 
and writing. They might be led by regular academic teachers, private program 
staff, outside contractors, or volunteers from the community. Enrichment activi-
ties attract students to attend voluntary programs regularly, incorporate addi-
tional hours to a day to make the program more convenient for working fami-
lies, and help bridge the “opportunity gap” that exists between low-income and 
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higher-income students during the summer. In some districts, programs try to 
integrate academic content into enrichment activities.

•	 consistent daily attendance. In order for students to benefit from the summer 
program, they must regularly attend. 

Overview of Demonstration District Programs

The district programs we studied had several common characteristics:

•	 They offered reading, mathematics, and enrichment activities.
•	 They operated for a full day.
•	 They provided transportation to students.
•	 They were free of charge.
•	 They served students rising from third into fourth grade during the summer 

2011—the only cohort we focus on in the evaluation—but most programs served 
other grade levels as well.

•	 The majority of students attending the programs were doing so voluntarily—in 
only one district were some students required to attend the program due to fail-
ing grades.

•	 They were relatively new. The summer of 2011 was either the second or third year 
of operation for most of the programs. In two of the districts, Duval and Roch-
ester, summer 2011 was the first year they had operated a full-day program that 
included enrichment.

While all the districts hosted these programs with the primary goal of improving 
student achievement, they varied somewhat in their reasons for doing so. The differ-
ences reflected the local conditions and priorities within the districts.

•	 duval and Cincinnati used summer learning as part of a school improvement 
strategy and offered their summer program to all students in the district’s lowest-
performing elementary schools, which were also schools with very high propor-
tions of students receiving free and reduced-price lunch. 

•	 dallas and rochester arranged their programs to be academic interventions for 
all low-achieving students throughout the district, many of whom were at risk 
of grade retention. Through a partnership with Big Thought, an arts intermedi-
ary, Dallas incorporated the arts with core academic instruction as a strategy for 
improving student achievement. 

•	 Boston targeted students in certain elementary schools aligned with  
community-based partners and, in addition to improving student achievement, 
aimed to improve social and emotional outcomes and build stronger relationships 
between community-based partners and schools. 
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•	 Pittsburgh opened the program to all students in the district and strived to create 
a camp-like atmosphere that aimed to provide urban students with opportunities 
similar to those available to higher-income suburban students. 

Table 1.1 provides more detail about the programs and their differences. As it 
shows, some districts operated in partnership with local intermediaries, while others 
were under sole district control. Most districts operated in many sites that served stu-
dents from different schools, while one district had students attending only their home 
school’s summer program. 

All the districts wanted to serve low-performing students, but some districts had 
more students scoring below proficiency than others. The proportion of students below 
proficient in either mathematics or English language arts (ELA), as measured on state 
standardized tests, ranged from 23 to 87 percent across the districts. The districts that 
opened enrollment to a broader set of students naturally had a large proportion of pro-
ficient students, while the districts that concentrated on serving the most-struggling 
students had the largest proportion of students who scored below proficient in ELA or 
math on state assessments. 

Table 1.1
Characteristics of the Six Districts’ Voluntary Summer Learning Programs for Elementary 
Students, 2011

Characteristic Boston Cincinnati Dallas Duval Pittsburgh Rochester

number of 
summers 
the program 
operated prior 
to 2011

1 2 2 2a 2 2a

eligibility rising 
fourth-grade 
students in 
13 schools

Students 
in 16 low-
performing 
schools

Bilingual, 
21st Century, 
and students 
at risk 
of grade 
retention

Students 
in 21 low-
performing 
schools 
(excluding 
lowest-level 
readers)

all 
students

all low-
performing 
students

eligible rising 
fourth graders

755 809 13,000 1,377 2,130 1,964

number of rising 
fourth graders 
who attended 
for at least one 
day

301 160 1,399 224 579 557

number of 
summer sites

8 16 17 6 8 3

Leadership 
structure

District-
intermediary 
partnership

District District-
intermediary 
partnership

District District District

a In Duval and rochester, 2011 was the first year the program operated for a full day.
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Approach to Evaluation

Our evaluations focused on the following aspects of the district summer programs: 

•	 planning, management, and quality control processes
•	 selection and training of instructors
•	 curriculum and instruction
•	 enrichment activities
•	 recruitment and attendance
•	 time on task
•	 program cost and funding. 

To evaluate these program features, we drew on five sources of information:

•	 Interviews. We conducted 325 interviews with district leaders, program leaders 
(including external community partners in two of the six districts), school/site 
leaders, curriculum coaches, academic teachers, enrichment teachers, leaders of 
the organizations providing enrichment, and teacher aides. 

•	 Surveys. Across the six districts, we surveyed four stakeholder groups, as shown 
in Table 1.2. In this document, we primarily rely on our academic and enrich-
ment teacher interviews when forming our recommendations. For more detail, 
see Appendix A.

•	 Observations. In five of the six districts, we conducted multiple observations 
at each site, as shown in Table 1.3. We observed preprogram orientation meet-
ings, trainings, and professional development as well as academic instruction and 
enrichment programming. Academic observations ranged from 45 to 90 min-
utes. Observers used an instrument that tracked aspects of the classroom that 
research indicates are associated with improvements in student achievement, such 
as productive time on task and individualized attention. Although we used a pub-
lished protocol for observing the enrichment experiences, we developed our own 
protocol for observing the academic blocks. After studying published academic 

Table 1.2
Total Number of Surveys Across Districts by Respondent

Stakeholders Number Surveyed Number Responded Response Rate (%)

Students 641 641 n/a

parents 2,209 884 40

academic teachers 278 186 67

enrichment teachers 230 148 64

nOte: We only surveyed students whose parents had given active parental consent and who attended 
the program on the survey day. In one district, only academic teachers and parents were surveyed (we 
began our evaluation activities too late to field the student survey). 
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observation protocols, we concluded that we should design our own instrument. 
The published academic observation protocols focus primarily on rating the qual-
ity of teaching. We learned through interviewing the authors of these protocols 
that establishing inter-rater reliability on these instruments would entail more 
resources than were available to us. Moreover, we wanted to keep a running time 
log of instructional activities to capture time-on-task—something that is not cap-
tured well in existing observation protocols. Our instrument therefore ensures 
that observers capture extensive descriptive detail on what is happening in the 
classroom, without relying on rating scales to measure the quality of the instruc-
tion. For more detail, see Appendix A. 

•	 Curriculum review. We asked a reading and a mathematics elementary educa-
tion professor outside RAND to examine the quality of the written ELA and 
mathematics curricula used in all of the districts except for one, where teachers 
developed their own curriculum for the summer. The professors did not examine 
the curricula in this district because each classroom teacher used a different cur-
riculum.

•	 district data. Most demonstration districts operated multiple programs during 
the summer, of which the Wallace-funded program was just one. We focused 
strictly on the programs that Wallace funded. (For details about how we analyzed 
these data, see Appendix B.) We collected the following types of data on students, 
costs, and funding sources: 
 – data on all rising fourth graders in the district as of summer 2011. These 
data allowed us to examine who enrolled in the program and who actually 
attended. For each district, we examined attendance rates by site and by demo-
graphic characteristics such as achievement on the state assessments in third 
grade. 

 – expenditure data on major cost ingredients such as district-level expenses 
for program coordinators or secretaries, curriculum development, curricular 
coaches, professional development, plus school-level expenses for site manag-
ers, teachers, enrichment providers, security guards, administrative staff, ben-
efits, classroom materials, field trips, and food. We also tracked the source 
of these expenditures by funding type (Title I, general funds, 21st Century  
Community Learning Center, etc.).

Table 1.3
Number of Academic and Enrichment Observations Across Districts

Observations Total

eLa or writing 86

Mathematics 69

Other academics (science and social studies) 17

enrichment 151
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The interview protocols, observation protocols, and survey instruments we used 
are posted online (http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366.html). 

In analyzing these data, we prioritized facilitators of and barriers to (1) consistent 
student attendance; (2) providing at least three hours each day of academic instruction; 
and (3) teachers’ understanding and use of the curriculum, including using it to indi-
vidually target instruction. We assume, based on prior research, that students will not 
benefit from these programs unless they are attending consistently and, when attend-
ing, are engaged in academic learning that is targeted to their level. 

While this report is based upon our evaluation analyses, it is written to be a guide 
to practitioners. As such, it focuses on outlining promising practices for developing 
robust summer learning programs. 

Report Organization

We organized the report around the key components of summer learning programs 
and focused each chapter on the recommendations arising from our evaluations so 
far. Chapter Two is arguably the most important chapter because it highlights how to 
conduct the planning process for summer, an activity that is crucial to begin early and 
get right so that other program elements work effectively. The two chapters after that 
describe strategies to maximize academic quality, including how to choose a curricu-
lum and differentiate instruction for students of different abilities (Chapter Three), and 
how to select and train teachers (Chapter Four). Chapter Five highlights enrichment, 
including partnering strategies, activities, and integration of academic and enrichment. 
Chapter Six describes ways to maximize attendance, and Chapter Seven discusses 
methods to ensure enough time on task for students to improve their knowledge and 
skills. Chapter Eight examines funding strategies and costs, with an eye toward achiev-
ing funding sustainability through maximizing the impact of expenditures. Within 
each chapter we describe promising practices that emerge from our observations. 

http://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366.html
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Chapter tWO

Planning

Launching a summer program is akin to launching a new school year—albeit more 
limited, with less time for both planning and execution. It requires establishing a man-
agement structure, including district program responsibilities and oversight and site-
level leadership and staffing; hiring and training summer teachers and administrators; 
developing or choosing a summer curriculum; selecting enrichment activities suitable 
for the program; recruiting summer students and creating ways to promote consistent 
attendance; and managing many other details, such as transportation, meals, and sup-
plies. These are daunting tasks that require months of planning while the school year 
is in full swing. 

Some districts in the study launched a brand-new program for their third graders; 
others augmented existing programs. There were not clear differences in the effective-
ness of the planning process based on whether the district was launching a new pro-
gram or planning a summer program that had run in the past. 

In our observations of districts, we witnessed the benefits of good planning and 
the problems created by poor planning. To determine what planning practices worked 
well, we relied on self-reports from summer program staff and analyzed our interview 
and survey data for relationships between planning practices and logistics and time for 
instruction during the summer program. We found that districts in which the planning 
process was managed well had fewer logistical problems and more instructional time for 
students. Based on these observations, we present some recommendations on planning.

Start Planning Early and Be Inclusive

Commit to Having a Summer Program by December

Program leaders who decided on a summer program by December and began planning 
in January ran a smoother summer program with less disruption to academic instruc-
tion. When site leaders were hired in January or February, they were able to participate 
in district-level planning and to conduct their own site-level planning. Planning at both 
the district and the summer site levels resulted in a smoother start-up to the program and 
fewer logistical challenges. When teachers were selected in the winter, they were in place 
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to participate in all trainings leading up to the summer programs. When curriculum 
selection and pacing guide development began in the winter, teachers had these materials 
with them during training on the summer curriculum. When enrichment providers were 
identified in the winter, district boards could approve their contracts with sufficient time 
to pay them for advanced planning, staff hiring, and material purchases. 

In those districts where the commitment to a summer program was made later 
in the school year, there were too many start-up tasks to achieve in a short period of 
time. For example, late planning led to late hiring and missing curriculum materials. 
Some teachers were hired so late that they missed the preprogram training sessions. 
In one district, academic lesson plans were delivered to teachers on the day they were 
expected to teach them, causing teacher stress and less effective use of class time. In 
another district, teachers and site leaders lacked sufficient curriculum materials and 
supplies throughout the summer program. In this district, teachers needed to revise 
their lesson plans to accommodate the lack of materials and supplies. Late planning 
also exacerbated the challenges of transportation route planning, particularly in cases 
where districts allowed late enrollments, as we discuss later.

Include Both District and Site-Level Staff in the Planning Process

Planning appeared to be most effective when done by both central district staff 
members and the staff who would lead the summer sites. In the districts using this 
approach, planning was comprehensive because there was sufficient representation of 
staff responsible for overseeing the various aspects of the program. In the districts in 
which planning was led solely by the district, participants did not believe they were 
brought on early enough for site-based planning. In one district, for example, staff 
members eventually selected for leading the school sites reported that they and their 
teams were identified too late for effective program planning. Another district decided 
not to have administrators at each site, relying on teachers to lead sites. This decision 
led to a number of problems, including an inability to oversee teachers, greet parents, 
or to send misbehaving students to the office. 

Centralize Some Decisionmaking

When done centrally, actions such as identifying student eligibility for the program, 
choosing a curriculum, designing pacing guides and lesson plans, selecting and train-
ing teachers, arranging transportation, and working with community partners ensured 
a baseline of quality, as perceived by district leaders, across the summer sites. When site 
leaders are part of the planning process, they can tailor some decisions and actions to 
their particular sites once these key decisions have been made centrally.

Deliver Planning Templates to Site Leaders

In one effective approach to planning, central office staff created templates that site 
leaders then used in tailoring policies and procedures to their particular location. For 
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example, central office staff in one district provided sites with a template for incentives 
that could be used for encouraging consistent student attendance. Individual site lead-
ers then tailored this template so they could implement the incentive programs they 
found attractive.

Meet Regularly and Be Comprehensive in Scope

Conduct Regular and Productive Meetings

We found that effective planning included regular meetings that focused on develop-
ing policies, procedures, and plans. The program suffered in districts that did not hold 
regular meetings or did not use the time productively. In one district, participants met 
regularly but reported a low return on the time invested. They felt that less time should 
have been spent on trust-building activities and games and more time on key issues, 
such as daily schedules, attendance-taking procedures, material delivery processes, and 
transportation logistics. Because they did not spend enough time on these topics before 
the program launched, they experienced serious difficulties with arrivals and dismiss-
als, which may have affected parents’ satisfaction with the program experience.

Include Enrichment in the Planning Process

In some cases, districts conducted regular and ongoing planning but it was not suffi-
ciently comprehensive. In one district, for example, the enrichment component of the 
program did not get enough attention in the planning process. Teachers were hired 
to teach enrichment blocks without a full understanding of the goals of the program. 
Some quit after they had more information about the students they were to serve. Fur-
thermore, the enrichment teachers reported that they lacked information on how to 
handle students’ misbehavior. In this same district, an outside community-based orga-
nization (CBO) provided some of the enrichment programming. Insufficient planning 
for this partnership led to confusion about whom to contact about what issues.

Clearly Delineate Roles

Some summer programs are collaborative efforts between community-based or inter-
mediary organizations and the district. When partners are involved in leading the 
program, the roles for partners, district, and site-based staff should be identified. For 
example, at the program level, districts and partners should determine who is respon-
sible for selecting curriculum, recruiting students, recruiting and training academic 
and enrichment teachers, and providing transportation. Similarly, at the site level, if a 
district staff member and a CBO staff member are leading a site together, the teachers 
need to know whom to contact for specific issues. We observed confusion and ineffi-
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ciencies in sites where these divisions of labor were unclear. For example, in one district 
in which CBOs and district-employed teachers both provided instruction to students, 
it was not clear which organization had ultimate responsibility to oversee the quality of 
instruction and manage the instructors.

Establish Firm Enrollment Deadlines and Keep Electronic Student 
Records

Holding to a firm deadline for enrollment in the summer program has a number of 
advantages: 

•	 Teachers learn who their students are before the program starts.
•	 Students can be equally distributed across classrooms and grouped according to 

performance, if desired.
•	 Parents can be notified in advance of transportation routes. 

Districts with both enrollment cutoffs and sufficient information technology sys-
tems and personnel were able to better predict enrollment, assign students to class-
rooms, assign teachers to students, and direct students to bus routes. 

Some program leaders were directed by district policy to allow students to enter 
their programs at any point during the summer. Such a policy is aligned to school-year 
policies that allow eligible students to join their public school at any point in time. 
Although the genesis of open enrollment for summer programs is understandable, the 
negative impacts are significant.

In these districts without enrollment cut-off dates, students were allowed to join 
the summer learning program at any point throughout the summer. This factor not 
only reduced learning time for students who started late, but made it impossible for 
districts to predict numbers of participants overall and by site. Without this informa-
tion, districts faced last-minute staffing challenges to meet desired student-to-adult 
ratios. In one district, which was off by 43 percent on enrollment projections, teachers 
reported that they did not launch their curriculum on the first day of the program (or 
even, in some cases, during the first week of the program) because they expected to 
be moved to a different classroom as program leaders shuffled teachers and students 
to create classrooms balanced by size and student demographics. In some cases, this 
shuffling led to teachers teaching grade levels for which they had not been trained. In 
this district, one-third of the academic teachers had not received any training on the 
curriculum for the new grade level they ended up teaching. Further, more than a third 
of teachers reported that they did not receive a schedule or a roster of students until 
the first day of the program; in the other districts, 90 to 100 percent of the teachers 
had received this information before the first day of the program and, in many cases, 
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at least a week before the program began. Only half of the surveyed teachers in this 
district reported that the program was well organized. 

This challenge was exacerbated by insufficient information technology support. 
In one district, parents sent a hard copy of their registration form to their local school, 
but no one in the school had time to enter this information into a centralized database. 
Without accurate projections, program leaders struggled to develop class rosters, hire 
appropriate numbers of teachers, and assign teachers to students. 

With students enrolling at the last minute, it was not possible to establish transpor-
tation routes early enough for smooth operation. Not having children’s home addresses 
weeks ahead of time forced sites into establishing routes and notifying parents of bus 
stop locations sometimes within 24 hours of the program’s start. In one case, because 
district or site managers failed to communicate directly with bus drivers, some buses 
went to each child’s home and others went to bus stops, causing confusion and anxi-
ety for parents. In another district, 41 percent of parents surveyed worried about their 
child getting to and from the program safely at some point in the summer, and 14 per-
cent of parents worried daily. In this district, the chief complaint among parents who 
responded to an open-ended question about what they liked least about the summer 
learning program was transportation. In this same district, a program manager cited 
busing logistics as his main daily challenge. Site leaders reported in interviews that they 
spent a majority of their time on busing issues and often felt stressed about children 
getting to and from the program safely.
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Chapter three

Curriculum and Instruction

In any education setting, teachers’ instruction of the curriculum has the greatest influ-
ence on student learning (McCaffrey et al., 2003; Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain, 2000). 
In the context of summer learning programs, the quality of the curriculum and its 
instruction is critical to achieving the goal of improved student performance. Each of 
the districts we studied offered at least three hours of ELA and mathematics instruc-
tion a day. We assessed their curricula and its instruction in multiple ways: Two exter-
nal curriculum reviewers (one for ELA and one for mathematics) reviewed curricula; 
we also surveyed and interviewed teachers and interviewed curriculum coaches and site 
leaders on their opinion of the curricula, its fit to students’ needs, and teachers’ instruc-
tion. In each district except for one,1 we observed one to two math or ELA classes each 
day throughout the programs’ duration. The recommendations we present here are 
based on our observations and other primary data sources; we do not yet have data on 
the impact of the curricula and its instruction on students’ outcomes. 

Anchor the Program in a Commercially Available and Tested 
Curriculum

According to the external reviewers, the districts in the study with the strongest cur-
ricula had selected a commercial program. One of these districts’ ELA curriculum is 
highlighted in the accompanying box, “A Promising Approach for ELA.” In most of 
these districts, staff augmented the purchased curriculum with district-developed les-
sons and activities. In one of these districts, for example, students worked on a district-
developed mathematics “problem of the week” that called upon the skills they had 
been taught that week, without specifying exactly which skills they needed to use to 
solve the weekly problem. 

Although it is not necessarily the case that a commercially available curriculum 
is preferable to a program developed by a district, curriculum development is time- 
intensive and best done by curricular experts. In our observations, curriculum plan-

1 We began our evaluation activities too late in one district to conduct these observations.
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ning added another layer of responsibility that was difficult for program staff to 
manage. In one district that designed its own curriculum, lesson plans were pho-
tocopied for teachers just minutes before the class was to begin. In another dis-
trict, one teacher ended up “working nights and weekends” to finish the curriculum, 

A Promising Approach for ELA

Teaching ELA Through National Geographic’s Science Inquiry Kits on Forces in 
Motion and Habitats

This district’s program is designed for students who have not demonstrated pro-
ficiency on measures aligned to state standards for their grade. The overarching 
goal of the program is to stem summer learning loss for the students who are 
struggling the most. In 2011, program leaders purchased National Geograph-
ic’s Science Inquiry Kits on Forces in Motion and Habitats. These kits comprise 
an integrated reading, writing, science, and social studies model to teach rising 
fourth-grade students crucial literacy skills. Students learned science and social 
studies content while engaging in literacy learning. 

The curriculum materials included a detailed pacing guide, teacher’s guide, 
and easy-to-access curriculum materials. The curriculum was well organized and 
easy to follow. Each day followed a predictable routine that included a mini-
lesson, work time, and a close. Most of the lesson descriptions set out clear expec-
tations of what the students would do and the activities they were expected to 
complete. Typically, a single text anchored an entire day’s work, creating coher-
ence within lessons, and students’ independent work was aligned with the content 
of the lesson. Throughout the ELA block, students participated in various “hubs” 
where they were meeting with the teacher in small reading groups or doing other 
guided activities. 

Many aspects of the curriculum were aligned with research findings from 
recent literacy studies, which make a strong case for focusing reading comprehen-
sion on learning content. Unlike many curricula that teach reading strategies in 
the absence of content, this district opted to anchor literacy learning in two scien-
tific topics: habitats and forces and motion.

A dedicated notebook offered students an opportunity to write often about 
their science thinking and emphasize important scientific habits, such as record-
ing observations. Students also had wrap-up writing projects that provided them 
with the opportunity to create a text that was personal (writing about magnet 
inventions or about a time when a wild animal entered their lives) but also con-
nected to the science content. In addition, National Geographic provided texts 
targeted for multiple grade and performance levels to support differentiation of 
activities in the classroom.
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and, unfortunately, did so only after the scheduled teacher training on the curricu-
lum. Given these constraints, it is not surprising that the commercial curricula were 
judged to be of higher quality.

Some program leaders resisted the idea of purchasing a commercial curriculum 
because they believed that summer programs should be “different” and “more fun” 
than the school year. However, we did not find that student satisfaction varied by 
district program, despite differences in the approach to curriculum. For example, in 
a program with a commercial curriculum that described itself as very “school like,” 
84 percent of students surveyed thought the summer program was fun. In a different 
program with a homegrown curriculum and a “camp-like” atmosphere, 86 percent of 
the surveyed students reported that the program was fun—a nearly identical response. 
Both programs also had similar attendance rates. 

Choose Curricula with Features Associated with Improved Learning 

There are several reasons why selecting a curriculum for the summer is challenging, 
including that there are few summer-specific commercial curricula to choose from. 
Many districts, therefore, adapt a school-year curriculum for the summer, which 
entails significant work to ensure that the learning goals align to the summer time-
frame and that units are selected appropriately. Even when a summer-specific curricu-
lum is selected, district staff augment it with district-specific learning goals and supple-
mentary activities. Involving district curriculum experts is important in this process to 
ensure alignment to the school year curriculum and goals.

District curriculum experts can then ensure that summer program curricula are 
structured around the same principles as school-year curricula. For example, class 
lessons should build on each other: Students should be expected to apply what they 
learned in one lesson to subsequent lessons. Both the mathematics and ELA curricula 
used by some districts were judged weak in this area. 

Also, the ELA curriculum should incorporate guided reading time or small group 
reading, offer students a choice of text, and teach reading strategies based on the assigned 
readings (Foorman and Torgesen, 2001; Shanahan et al., 2010). Students should also 
be encouraged to write about the readings (Graham, 2010). The ELA reviewer did not 
find these features in most of the summer curricula we studied. In some districts, we 
observed classes in which a majority of the class time was devoted to activities that bore 
little relevance to the subject of the class. For example, in one district’s writing block, 
students were expected to create greeting cards, decorate an author’s chair, brainstorm 
interview questions (that were to be written down by the teacher), and create posters. 
In many of these activities, students were expected to write almost nothing.
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Standardize the Curriculum Across District Sites 

In most of the districts we studied, there was one centrally purchased or developed 
curriculum that all teachers across the district followed in the summer. These districts 
had the strongest curricula. Teachers found lesson plans clear and easy to follow and 
all students throughout the program were exposed to the same amount of instruction, 
targeted toward the same knowledge and skill development.

In a district that had individual teachers developing their own lessons, not all 
students experienced the same amount of instructional time or type of instruction 
across sites. We also observed that some teachers prioritized leadership development 
skills over mathematics or ELA instruction. Although variation in curriculum and 
experimentation in instructional delivery can benefit both teachers and students, it is 
important that teachers have a clear understanding of the standards to which they are 
expected to teach and the time they are expected to spend on instruction. 

Include Strategies for Differentiation in Curriculum Materials 

In some of the districts we studied, teachers received materials on how to differentiate 
their lessons during the school year. In one district, teachers were presented with daily 
lesson plans, along with activities for students who were struggling and activities for 
students who needed additional challenges. 

Most of the districts, however, did not provide this information for the summer 
program teachers. This could be because the students targeted for these programs 
are, for the most part, low-performing students, and curriculum planners may have 
assumed skill-level homogeneity. But teacher reports provided evidence to the contrary. 
In some districts, many teachers reported great differences in knowledge and skills 
across students and that they struggled to ensure their lessons challenged both low- and 
higher-performing students. Ideally, students would be assessed with curriculum-based 
pretests and split into at least two different ability groups within the classroom, with 
instruction differentiated by group (Elbaum et al., 1999; Foorman and Torgesen, 2001; 
Grouws, 2004).

In two of the districts, students with very low reading skills attended a sepa-
rate program that developed early literacy skills. In these districts, teachers were more 
likely to report that they were able to challenge both high- and low-achieving students 
during the summer. Although separating students into independent programs is not 
always feasible, or even desirable, teachers should have the curricular resources to target 
instruction to at least two different ability groups.
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Structure for Sufficient Time on Task 

All of the districts planned for a certain number of minutes each day to be devoted to 
mathematics and ELA. Curriculum pacing guides were developed based on this time 
allocation. Most of the districts struggled to meet these time-on-task goals. Reasons 
for falling short included site leaders not scheduling classes for a sufficient duration, 
teachers spending class time on noninstructional tasks, inadequate transition time 
between classes, and scheduling special assemblies during academic blocks. The dis-
trict in which we observed the highest time-on-task proportion emphasized academics 
as the most important component of the program, provided a standardized curriculum 
in ELA and mathematics, grouped students into classrooms by ability level, and pro-
vided all instruction in traditional classrooms rather than in outdoor settings or other 
places. (For more on this topic, see Chapter Seven.)

Serve Students in Small Classes or Groups

Teachers may find large class sizes challenging, even if they have a second adult in the 
classroom. In the two districts with the largest class sizes, program leaders employed 
a second adult in the classroom. Teachers in these two districts reported the greatest 
difficulty in challenging both low- and high-performing students. We observed that 
the second adult in these classrooms spent most of the time on administrative tasks, 
rather than providing students with instructional support. Teacher aides and parapro-
fessionals need training to effectively co-teach or provide targeted instruction both to 
individual students and groups; and none of the districts included teacher aides and 
paraprofessionals in their curriculum training. If teacher aides cannot be provided with 
the same training on curriculum, we recommend prioritizing smaller class sizes over 
two adults in the classroom.

Provide Support to Students with Special Needs

Some of the programs served many students who had school-year individualized educa-
tion programs (IEPs) that did not specify services during the summer months. Multiple 
stakeholders responded that it was unfair and unwise to not provide the support that 
students with IEPs need. Students who need special support during the school year will 
also need it during an academically focused full-day summer program. Teachers and site 
leaders alike feared that these students were not benefiting as much from the program 
as they could have been. Program leaders, however, acknowledged that they lacked the 
funding to provide these students with the services that they received during the school 
year. Hiring special education teachers and coaches to assist these students during the 
summer may ensure that students with special needs receive additional support.
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Chapter FOur

Teacher Selection and Training

Research confirms that teacher quality has the largest school-based impact on student 
outcomes (Sanders and Rivers, 1996; Wright, Horn, and Sanders, 1997; Sanders and 
Horn, 1998; Rowan, Correnti, and Miller, 2002; Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain, 2005). 
In this chapter, we offer early guidance on how to hire effective summer teachers and 
give them the training they need—critical steps in achieving teacher quality. We base 
our guidance on both general education research and our first-year evaluations of the 
summer learning programs, including observations of training and teacher reports 
about how well prepared they felt for teaching in the summer program.

Recruit and Hire the Right Teachers

Develop Rigorous Selection Processes to Recruit Motivated Teachers

Summer presents an opportunity for struggling students to receive additional time to 
engage with academic material. To maximize district investments in the summer, dis-
tricts need to hire their best and most highly motivated teachers. 

Some of the districts we studied adopted rigorous selection processes for hiring 
teachers who were motivated to teach in the summer program. These selection pro-
cesses included requiring teachers to write an essay explaining their motivation to work 
in the summer program, conducting interviews with teachers as part of the hiring pro-
cess, soliciting recommendations from principals, and even observing teachers in the 
classroom before extending offers. In one district, summer program leaders considered 
school-year teaching effectiveness measures in the hiring process. Many districts are 
bound by union regulations, which dictate how teachers are hired for summer, and 
often these union agreements have bound districts to hire by seniority. In fact, the dis-
trict that adopted these selective policies had to negotiate with its local teachers’ union 
in order to adopt a new hiring policy for summer. We recommend seeking similar 
hiring exemptions. 
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Take School-Year Performance into Consideration

Several districts across the country are developing measures of teacher effectiveness 
based on student performance, observations of instruction, surveys of students, and 
other data. Summer program leaders should be able to take these measures into consid-
eration when hiring for their summer programs. One district selected teachers in con-
sultation with principals who would run the summer sites and considered the extent 
to which teachers had demonstrated significant academic growth for low-performing 
students as measured by state assessments (see accompanying box, “Performance-Based 
Hiring”). We found that teachers in this program made good use of instructional time; 
students had relatively high attendance rates; and students made substantial gains on 
the pre-post assessment administered by the program leaders to students who were in 
attendance during test administration days. 

Hire Teachers with Grade-Level Experience and, If Possible, Familiarity with the 
Students 

Summer program leaders all recruited teachers from within their own districts. For 
this reason, all the summer teachers had a college degree and a teaching certificate for 

Performance-Based Hiring

When initiating the summer program, this district negotiated with the teachers’ 
union to allow a different hiring procedure for the summer program at its lowest-
performing schools. The traditional hiring process is limited by two conditions: 
(1) teachers are not allowed to teach two consecutive years of summer school; 
and (2) teachers are selected by seniority. The agreement with the union allowed 
the district to avoid these restrictions and use performance-based hiring for their 
summer programs. For their lowest-performing schools, many principals reported 
that they actively recruited their “best” teachers, many of whom had taught in the 
program in prior summers. 

Principals along with district staff, including Human Resources, reviewed 
all teacher applications in one day. They based their selections on principal recom-
mendations and student performance data from statewide tests. District admin-
istrators specifically looked at the amount of growth teachers obtained for their 
low-performing students. Most of the teachers they selected had taught at the 
low-performing school site or a feeder school during the school year, experience 
that made them familiar with the school culture and in some cases even the stu-
dents they would teach. When discussing the quality of teachers in these sites, 
principals typically said they had “one or two” teachers who did not perform up 
to expectations, and “those teachers will not be returning next year.” 



teacher Selection and training    25

kindergarten through eighth grade. The elementary certification and college degree 
suggests that all teachers held the same general mathematical, reading, and pedagogi-
cal knowledge. However, research on teacher content knowledge suggests that effective 
teachers demonstrate deep levels of content and content-specific pedagogical knowl-
edge of instruction and how to teach it (Ball and Bass, 2000; Hill, Rowan, and Ball, 
2005; Phelps and Schilling, 2004; Fillmore and Snow, 2002). Summer teachers who 
have recently taught in either the sending or the receiving grade level are more likely 
to have deep content and content-specific pedagogical knowledge for the grade of 
students they are teaching. Some districts assigned teachers to grade levels and sub-
jects that matched the teachers’ recent experience—avoiding, for instance, assigning a  
middle-school physical education teacher to teach third-grade reading. By matching 
teachers’ summer experience to the school-year experience, districts also aimed to max-
imize teacher knowledge of grade-level standards and children’s developmental stages. 

Some districts also tried to maximize the number of teachers who had previ-
ously taught the students in their class or knew the students from their school. Prior 
research from a mandatory summer program in Chicago showed that students taught 
by their school-year teacher during the summer posted larger gains during the summer 
than other students (Roderick et al., 2003). The researchers theorized that having 
knowledge of students’ strengths and weaknesses enabled teachers to more effectively 
target instruction. 

Give Teachers Sufficient Training and Ongoing Support 

Research indicates that teachers need to understand the subject of the training, see it 
demonstrated, have time to practice it themselves, and then receive ongoing coaching 
based on their implementation of it (Showers, Joyce, and Bennett, 1987; Joyce and 
Showers, 2002). Many schools regularly provide this type of support during the school 
year, and teachers need such support during summer programs as well. 

Familiarize Teachers with the Summer Curriculum and How to Teach It

Both the research and our observations confirm that the most important objective 
of teacher training is to familiarize teachers with the summer curriculum and help 
instruct them on how to teach it. In the district in which the highest proportion of 
teachers surveyed reported that they felt well prepared, training consisted of three 
hours on the ELA and three hours on the mathematics curriculum. We also note that 
a large proportion of these teachers had previously taught the summer program and 
used the curriculum in a prior summer, factors that may have contributed to teacher 
preparation.

Curriculum training needs to focus on practice—how to implement the curric-
ulum—and not simply on providing information about the curriculum. Curricular 
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materials often lack specific guidance for teachers. Effective training offers opportuni-
ties for teachers and other support staff who will be in the classroom to practice the 
lessons or activities. In one district, curriculum coaches had teachers work with part-
ners in practicing a lesson. In another district, trainers simply handed out curriculum 
materials and instructed the teachers to ask questions if they had any.

As one teacher told us:

It would be more helpful if they could walk us through the curriculum . . . we are 
supposed to read it at home, but it’s the summer! And even if we read the curricu-
lum, we are teachers, we all teach differently . . . if you just give it to us and expect 
[us] to teach it it’s going to get taught in many different ways . . . if they show it to 
us, then we can get a better sense of what/how they want us to teach.

In this district and others, training on the curriculum, particularly when offered 
right before the start of the summer program, was often crowded out by discussions 
of logistics. Teachers came to the training wanting to know how many students they 
would have in their classrooms, what grade level they would teach, which room they 
were assigned to, etc. To ensure that sufficient time is spent on training in the curricu-
lum, we recommend that districts address these logistical questions separately. Teach-
ers could be told that they will have all logistical information in hand on a certain date 
or this information could be provided to teachers prior to the curriculum training. It is 
likely that if teachers have printouts with scheduling and logistics information in hand, 
they should be able to better focus on the curricular training.

Help Teachers Tailor the Curriculum for Students with Different Aptitudes 

Although most of the curricula implemented in the districts specified that instruction 
be delivered to students working in ability-differentiated centers or small groups, many 
teachers struggled to implement this instructional approach and would have benefited 
from additional training and support. In some districts, we observed more whole-
group instruction than was specified in the pacing guides. Moreover, teachers received 
little guidance on how to differentiate lessons for lower- and higher-achieving students 
in the training (curricular materials were also lacking in this regard, as discussed in 
Chapter Three). Teachers struggle to differentiate during the school year, and summer 
presents additional challenges—the time frame is shorter and the curriculum may not 
be as familiar. Consequently, training should involve explicit guidance and practice on 
how to differentiate instruction, and ongoing support for this practice should also be 
provided. 

Provide Ongoing Support to Implement the Curriculum

Instructional leaders, such as coaches, can help teachers implement the curriculum 
and differentiate instruction. Three of the districts employed curriculum coaches to 
support teachers during the summer program. They were typically seen as teachers’ 
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go-to people for materials, procedures, and support. However, having a coaching posi-
tion did not ensure instructional support for teachers. In one district, the coaches did 
not typically support teachers in the classroom. The district with the most success-
ful implementation of coaching during the summer used coaches who worked at the 
host schools and had existing relationships with the principal of the summer program 
and many summer teachers. In this case, coaches supported teachers instructionally 
by observing classrooms, helping to implement small-group instruction, and leading 
common planning meetings. A district with less successful coaching implementation 
had every content coach serving more than ten schools. In this case, coaches had dif-
ficulty providing ongoing support to any school or teacher. Teachers reported that they 
would have liked receiving a schedule telling them when adults (coaches and instruc-
tional aides) would be “pushing in” to their classrooms so that they could schedule 
center- or small-group instruction during those times. 

Include All Instructional Support Staff in Academic Training Sessions

Some districts provided a second adult in the academic classroom—usually a parapro-
fessional or, in some cases, a college student. Although this person could have helped 
differentiate instruction by working with small groups or individual students, we 
seldom observed such assistance. The additional person was more likely to engage in 
noninstructional tasks, such as distributing classroom materials, escorting students to 
the office, or administering a program-developed make-up assessment. Although the 
lead teachers greatly appreciated this help, we did not find that the additional adult 
contributed to differentiated instruction or provided individual attention to struggling 
students. In these districts, these second adults did not participate in the curricular 
training, which may have contributed to the behavior we observed.

Give Teachers Time to Set Up Their Classrooms

We observed better use of instructional time in the first few days of summer when 
teachers were scheduled and paid to set up their classrooms before the start of the 
program. Having time to review materials, learn about the room set-up (including 
access to technology), test passwords needed for computers and smart boards, and pre-
pare classroom materials such as vocabulary word and other posters reportedly helped 
ensure that teachers were able to start instructing students on day one of the program. 
Teachers also indicated that they wanted curricular materials provided to them early, 
so they could thoroughly review them and ensure all needed materials were on hand 
before the first day of class. 
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Chapter FIve

Enrichment Activities

All the districts offered enrichment activities such as the arts, sports, and science explo-
ration, to differentiate their summer program from a traditional “summer school” that 
students and parents might perceive as a punitive requirement rather than as a valuable 
and fun opportunity. This chapter reviews the goals of enrichment activities expressed 
by district leaders and teachers, the different approaches districts took to providing 
these activities, and early insights on practices that appear to improve success based 
on our classroom observations and teacher surveys. Insights in this chapter are drawn 
from our classroom observations of enrichment activities; interviews with site leaders, 
academic and enrichment teachers, and support staff; and academic and enrichment 
teacher survey data.

Goals and Expectations

Districts had multiple goals and expectations in providing enrichment activities. Those 
we heard most often are described here. First, district leaders hoped that by adver-
tising the enrichment activities, they would attract more students than they would 
otherwise. They also hoped that students would want to attend regularly once they 
became engaged in the activities. In one district, site leaders thought that the addition 
of enrichment activities led to improved attendance over prior years. One site leader 
in a program that offered drama as an activity said in an interview at the end of the 
program: 

Attendance was strong this summer. Typically, attendance has died down after the 
fourth of July, but this did not happen this year, and there is still a lot of excitement 
in the program. The field trips and drama have really helped. 

Indeed, creating incentives for students to participate in the program by offering 
a range of fun activities has been offered as an effective strategy for maximizing out-of-
school time and summer program participation by practitioners and researchers alike 
(McCombs et al., 2011; Lauver, Little, and Weiss, 2004).
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Second, districts expected enrichment activities to narrow the “opportunity gap” 
by providing low-income students some of the cultural opportunities that are typically 
available to more affluent students during the summer. As one teacher said,

Kids in poverty are not privy to a lot of experiences during the summer, and we 
gave them a lot of neat experiences this year. We have an “exposure gap.” We are 
helping to build background knowledge through these field trips and experiences 
as well.

Another teacher, who was surprised that a substantial proportion of students in 
the program had never been to a museum that was a major institution in the city, said, 
“It blew me away to learn students had never been there.” Besides museum visits, dis-
tricts had field trips to annual festivals or theatrical productions, a farm, a public swim-
ming pool, the zoo, the aquarium, botanical gardens, and science centers. One district 
held assemblies to bring in guest speakers such as career counselors, firefighters, and 
police officers. In four of the districts, enrichment teachers at each site worked together 
in planning a culminating activity or production. In districts that held such events, 
some site leaders felt that the events helped open the school to parents and the commu-
nity. Enrichment teachers were particularly excited by the culminating events, because 
many did not have the opportunity to put on productions with students during the 
school year.

Research confirms that lower-income children are less likely than their higher-
income peers to engage in beneficial enrichment activities—such as art or music 
lessons, vacations, or visits to educational venues like museums, zoos, and libraries 
(Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson, 2007; Chin and Phillips, 2004; Wimer et al., 2006). 
These disparities can come into particularly sharp focus during the summer months, 
when parents are left with the task of finding safe and productive ways for their chil-
dren to spend their days. While this can be a challenging time for all parents, results 
from a national survey of parents suggest that low-income and minority parents are 
consistently less satisfied or more apprehensive about the available options for their 
child’s summer activities (Duffett and Johnson, 2004). Not only is such an “opportu-
nity gap” in enrichment activities important to address in its own right, research sug-
gests that it also contributes to the gap in educational achievement and attainment that 
persistently falls along income and racial lines.1 

Third, teachers generally felt that providing enrichment helped a child’s personal 
development, and many mentioned that it was a needed corrective in a school year 
that crowds out time for these activities. Some emphasized that enrichment activities 
developed the child’s self-confidence, an outcome that should improve academic per-
formance as well. One teacher told us, “This is amazing. I am seeing kids grow in ways 

1 See Miller (2003) for a summary of this evidence.
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that on paper are not academic growth. I am seeing them grow as stewards of nature 
and as investigators.”

Finally, some districts used enrichment to reinforce and augment academics. In 
one district, specific integration classes during the day allowed students to explore 
academic topics through the arts. Although there were challenges in achieving this 
reinforcement goal, as we will describe, site leaders believed that some activities, par-
ticularly drama, improved academic skills and classroom behavior. One site leader 
described it this way:

We see a real benefit in drama. There are kids who came in who were reluctant to 
speak, and now they are reciting monologues. There is a spillover into the class-
room as well. Those students are now responding more to open-ended questions 
and they are looking adults in the eye. They are building more confidence in their 
speaking skills.

Research supports these educators’ observations. In a review of the literature on 
after-school programs, Miller (2003) discusses several ways such programs can con-
tribute to personal and academic success. Many of these could be transferable to the 
enrichment activities provided during a summer program. For example, positive learn-
ing experiences through after-school activities—especially when in a school setting—
can translate into a more positive identification with school (Gilman, 2001; Marsh, 
1992). If enrichment activities are designed to be engaging and fun, students’ experi-
ences may carry those positive summer program experiences with them as they start 
the regular school year in the fall. Similarly, the self-confidence that can be gained 
when students master a new song or discover a new talent can increase their sense of 
themselves as capable learners. This shift in self-perception has the potential to influ-
ence other aspects of children’s lives, including their academics (Jordan, 1999). 

Select Providers with Well-Qualified Staff

Districts proceeded quite differently in providing enrichment activities, and we found 
that all these approaches could work well if well implemented by qualified staff. In 
some cases, the different approaches reflected the different objectives of the districts 
and resulted in different types of activities. 

Hiring District Teachers

Some summer programs hired certified teachers to provide enrichment activities to 
students during the summer. These were the districts with summer programs that felt 
the most “like school” and where district leaders espoused firm academic goals above 
any others. Enrichment activities provided in these two districts were similar to what 
schools might offer during the school year—visual art, music, dance, drama, and phys-
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ical education. One district leader noted that arts instruction, which had been dropped 
during the normal school year, would help narrow the opportunity gap for students in 
the summer program. 

Contracting Directly with Enrichment Providers 

One district issued a request for proposals (RFP) in August, and initial proposals from 
CBOs were submitted in November. Responding CBOs were required to develop an 
enrichment curriculum that included the reinforcement of academic skills, a schedule, 
learning goals for the students, projections of the number of students they could serve, 
and a budget. Proposals were scored on a rubric and voted on by a selection team. Of 
72 submitted proposals, 52 were selected, and eight worked with the rising fourth-
grade students. In its attempt to narrow the opportunity gap, this district offered a 
great variety of programming across multiple grades, which included fencing, swim-
ming, studio art, biking, science, and drama.

Another district contracted out as well, but in a different way. Rather than issu-
ing an RFP, school-based after-school coordinators worked to find CBOs to provide 
enrichment activities during the summer program. Many of these enrichment provid-
ers worked with the schools during the school year. As a result, they were familiar with 
the school and many of the students. Here, too, enrichment activities were varied, 
intended to address the opportunity gap, and included step team, hip hop dance, 
jewelry-making, instruction in etiquette and behavior, sewing, Girl Scouts, disc- 
jockeying, martial arts, African dance, storytelling and drama, and gardening.

Establishing Strategic Partnerships with Intermediaries

In two cases, a district and an intermediary organization collaborated on developing 
the summer program. In one district, both district fine arts teachers and local artists 
hired by that intermediary provided arts-based enrichment, and the program included 
an explicit arts/academic integration block in addition to a studio arts period. 

In the other district, the intermediary brokered partnerships between local CBOs 
and schools, and each CBO was responsible for its own summer program. Each orga-
nization set its own summer schedule, worked with district principals to hire its own 
academic and enrichment teachers, and was responsible for developing instructional 
lessons. One of the CBOs, which operated four summer sites, focused on teaching 
children how to play tennis in the afternoons. At another summer site, students rotated 
across four activities taught by athletic coaches: basketball, softball, swimming, and 
double Dutch (a jump-rope game). Three of the CBOs were located in outdoor set-
tings—a nature center, an island, and a nature reservation. Each of these sites pro-
vided enrichment activities often using a science-oriented curriculum, in which stu-
dents explored their natural environment and learned about animals and wildlife while 
engaging in activities such as hiking, exploring the beach, swimming, archery, and 
ropes courses. 
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Plan Carefully If Enrichment Is Integrated with Academics

Not all enrichment activities need to be—or perhaps should be—linked to academic 
content. But if districts are pursuing this goal, they are more likely to succeed if they 
conduct careful planning, offer specific curricular guidance and additional training, 
and promote greater coordination of academic and enrichment staff. 

The best examples of the integration of academic content and enrichment we 
observed were those in which academic content was naturally embedded in the enrich-
ment activity, such as drama (where students were reading and writing), music (where 
students used fractions to measure rhythms), and nature explorations (where students 
applied science concepts). 

In some cases, however, enrichment teachers reported that they were not provided 
enough guidance on how to integrate or reinforce academic content successfully and 
meaningfully into lessons. As a result, both academic and enrichment content suffered. 
For instance, in one archery lesson, the goal was to have students multiply two-digit 
numbers by multiplying the number of times students shot an arrow that hit the target, 
but students hit the target so few times that the class wound up multiplying single 
digits. In another case, we observed lessons where students were to imitate weather 
patterns through dance. However, the science of the weather patterns was absent and 
students did not receive any formal dance instruction. 

Another key barrier to successful integration was the separation of academic and 
enrichment staff. In several districts, academic teachers taught in the morning and 
then departed in the afternoon when enrichment teachers took over. But even in cases 
where academic and enrichment teachers were both in the classroom, the two teachers 
rarely worked meaningfully together. We did not observe team-teaching. Enrichment 
staff played minimal roles in the academic classes, and academic teachers would act as 
observers or disciplinarians during enrichment activities.

Hire Instructors Who Can Manage Behavior and Keep Class Sizes Small 

The district in which most enrichment teachers had no difficulties with managing 
classrooms (as confirmed in our observations) hired teachers with experience managing 
classrooms of elementary students. This district also kept class sizes small—the same 
size as the academic classes. Smaller class size is considered a best practice in summer 
learning programs (McCombs et al., 2011) and the literature reinforces this district’s 
experience that smaller class sizes can support more effective behavior management 
by increasing student engagement and decreasing disruptive student behavior.2 As a 
result, only about one-quarter of enrichment teachers reported that class size prevented 

2 See Finn, Pannozzo, and Achilles (2003) for a review of this literature. 
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them from individualizing instruction and that student misbehavior resulted in wasted 
instructional time, compared to half to three-quarters of enrichment teachers in other 
districts. 

In other districts, classes of students were combined during enrichment periods, 
resulting in larger class sizes. But enrichment teachers and their assistants did not always 
have experience instructing large groups of students. The enrichment teaching force in 
districts that partnered with CBOs ranged from experienced professionals (e.g., studio 
artists) to college and high-school students. In addition, many enrichment instructors 
did not receive behavior management training. In these districts, we observed difficul-
ties with disruptive students, and the teachers reported that such disruption resulted 
in wasted instructional time. One enrichment teacher said, “Too many kids whose 
behavior was off were pulling the energy from the majority who were here to learn.” 
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Chapter SIx

Attendance

The ultimate goal of the districts’ summer programs is to improve student achieve-
ment. Offering a high-quality program is only part of this task: Districts also need to 
attract students to the program and ensure consistent attendance. Studies that have 
examined the link between outcomes and attendance have found that increased atten-
dance is correlated with academic outcomes (McCombs, Kirby, and Mariano, 2009; 
Borman and Dowling, 2006). None of the district programs were funded based on 
attendance. Nonetheless, all program leaders hoped to maximize student participation. 
Because most of the districts knew it would be a challenge to get students to attend 
voluntary summer programs on a regular basis, they developed strategies to maximize 
attendance rates. Some of these were more successful than others. In this chapter, we 
describe the practices that appeared to be most effective in attracting and keeping stu-
dents, based on observations and interviews with site leaders, academic and enrichment 
teachers, along with an analysis of attendance data in each district. 

Set Enrollment Deadlines

While there is an understandable desire to serve all students who need the program 
regardless of when they sign up, there are high costs to a rolling enrollment policy and 
distinct benefits to setting enrollment deadlines. We have already pointed out that 
enrollment deadlines are necessary for program planning: When districts can predict 
enrollment, they can also assign students to classrooms, assign teachers to students, 
and plan bus routes. But setting enrollment cut-off dates is important for other reasons 
as well: It ensures higher average daily attendance rates and it improves learning. If a 
student enrolls halfway through the program, it would be impossible for that student 
to have an average daily attendance rate of more than 50 percent, with implications for 
learning. Moreover, some interviewees suggested that open enrollment conveyed the 
wrong message to parents. One interviewee lamented: 

[There are] camps that students go to for a week, and then [they] come back. The 
district feels that anyone can enroll at any time; so it’s hard to say, “You can’t miss 
any days.” The district sets a culture for not caring if students come all X days.
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Establish a Clear Attendance Policy and Track Attendance

Setting clear expectations appears to be an effective strategy for achieving strong atten-
dance. The program with the strongest attendance had a large proportion of students 
who had been told summer program attendance was required to meet grade promo-
tion. Clearly, tying summer programming to grade promotion is a strong attendance 
incentive. Studies of other mandatory programs (Roderick et al., 2003; McCombs, 
Kirby, and Mariano, 2009) report strong attendance rates in these programs. 

While voluntary programs do not carry the “stick” of retention to encourage par-
ticipation, some of these programs set attendance expectations and policies to encour-
age regular attendance. For instance, students who missed more than three days of one 
district’s summer program could be removed from the program. Almost all academic 
teachers in this district (97 percent) reported that site administrators made attendance 
expectations clear to parents, higher than the proportion found in other districts. Site 
leaders followed up on these expectations by phoning parents when students were 
absent to inquire about the reason for the absence and to encourage continued atten-
dance. Districts that reinforced the need for consistent attendance in application mate-
rials typically had better attendance rates than summer programs with loose, unarticu-
lated attendance policies. 

Provide Field Trips and Other Incentives for Students Who Attend

Field trips and other rewards for participation appeared to improve attendance rates. 
For example, several districts required that students attend a certain number of days 
during the week of the field trip to be allowed to join the trip. Some districts also used 
small incentives such as public recognition, treats, games, and parties as rewards for 
strong attendance. The district with the lowest average daily attendance rate did not 
provide student incentives to encourage attendance. 

Student incentives appear to be more powerful when combined with attendance 
expectations and an enrollment cutoff, a finding corroborated by other programs’ expe-
riences (McCombs et al., 2011). Student incentives alone are not a panacea. The two 
districts that worked the hardest to incentivize students had very different attendance 
rates. In one, which had an 83 percent average daily attendance rate, incentives were 
paired with an explicit attendance policy. Another district, which had a 66 percent 
average daily attendance rate, offered a number of ongoing incentives to students but 
did not have an attendance policy or enrollment cutoff date. 

Because parents of elementary school children influence their children’s atten-
dance, one district asked RAND researchers to test the impact of parent incentives on 
attendance. All elementary students’ parents were randomly assigned either to receive 
an incentive for attendance or to serve in a control group. Parents of “treated” children 
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received a $50 grocery/gas gift card if their child attended eight of ten days in the first 
two weeks of the program and then they received a second grocery gift card of higher 
value ($70) if their child attended ten of the 13 days in the second half of the program. 
Parents of “control” children received nothing for attendance. The parent incentive 
resulted in marginal but statistically significant effects. However, the positive effects 
from the incentives appeared to be concentrated at the upper end of the attendance 
distribution—that is, students who were already attending at high rates were the ones 
responding to the incentives (Martorell et al., 2012). Despite the positive effects of the 
parent incentives, the benefits do not appear to exceed the costs. The program still 
suffered from low overall average daily attendance rates (less than 70 percent), despite 
the prevalence of attendance incentives, a somewhat puzzling finding. In addition, the 
incentives did not boost the attendance rates of poor attenders. 

Disguising Academics Is Not Necessary to Boost Attendance 

In the summer learning field, program designers debate whether camp-like pro-
grams that “mask” learning have stronger attendance than more traditional programs 
that have explicit academic objectives. Our examination does not find a relationship 
between the type of program and attendance. Among the six districts, the two strictly 

Combining Strategies to Maximize Attendance

One district, with a six-week, academically focused program, set an attendance 
policy that was clear in all its promotional materials for the program: Students were 
not to miss more than three days because they needed to attend to benefit from 
the program. In addition, for the first time, the district established incentives for 
students to encourage attendance. According to site leaders, teachers, and enrich-
ment staff, incentives combined with field trips worked to keep attendance high. 
Site leaders reported that dips in attendance after the Fourth of July in prior years 
were minor this year. Each site designed its own student incentive scheme that 
included weekly events such as ice cream treats, pizza parties, dance parties, and 
candy rewards. One site held a water day with water slides and a dunking booth. 
Depending on the site, these rewards were given for attendance, behavior, and/or 
performance. At one school, administrators used public recognition as a reward by 
making announcements over the loud speaker of “positive referrals”—students who 
had been caught having good classroom behavior, achievement, etc. Site leadership 
thought this public recognition had motivated behavior as well. The majority of 
interviewees thought that field trips also improved student attendance. 



38    Getting to Work on Summer Learning

voluntary programs with the strongest attendance rates had very different programs 
from one another. One focused heavily on enrichment experiences and worked to 
strengthen students’ social and emotional well-being in addition to improving aca-
demic achievement. This program tried to be the least “like school” of any of the 
summer learning programs studied. The second program with strong attendance was 
the most like “regular school,” and devoted the most hours to academics and the least 
hours to enrichment. In these cases, the focus of the program did not seem related to 
student attendance. What they had in common was that both programs offered a high-
quality, engaging program that students enjoyed.
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Chapter Seven

Academic Time on Task

Offering a program does not guarantee results. Productive academic learning time 
is more predictive of student achievement than student time in the classroom 
(Harnischfeger and Wiley, 1976; Lomax and Cooley, 1979; Fisher et al., 1980; Karweit 
and Slavin, 1982; Hawley et al., 1984; Karweit, 1985). In other words, how programs 
use time is critical. Summer programs that last the same number of days can provide 
very different levels of average time on task depending on average daily attendance, the 
number of minutes assigned to academics each day, and how instructional time within 
academic blocks is used—in other words, how much time is dedicated to instruction. 

We found a great range in the academic time on task provided to an average 
student in these programs—from an estimated 37 hours to 121 hours. We calculated 
this average using the following formula, based on the districts’ schedules and on our 
observations of classrooms: 

(Scheduled days × average daily attendance × minutes of scheduled academic  
instruction × percent of academic instructional time spent on task) 

60

Table 7.1 shows how factors within the district’s control influence this average 
academic time on task, which is provided in the last row of the table. We offer three 
examples organized from highest academic time on task (#1) to lowest (#3). 

Example 1 was the most academically intense in terms of the number of days 
of programming (30) and the amount of time during the day dedicated to academic 
instruction (310 minutes). In addition, it posted strong average daily attendance rates 
and, from our observations of academic instruction, we found good use of instruc-
tional time—only 9 percent of academic time was spent on noninstructional activities. 

Example 2 has more minutes of daily academic instruction than in other dis-
tricts and very high attendance rates, but it was the shortest program studied—only 
16 days—which lowered the average academic time on task provided to students. 

Example 3 has the lowest time on task due to reduced time dedicated to daily aca-
demic instruction, low average daily attendance rates (66 percent), and higher rates of 
noninstruction during the academic blocks. 



40    Getting to Work on Summer Learning

In the rest of this chapter, we recommend three practices to help maximize aca-
demic learning time.

Operate the Program for Five to Six Weeks

District leaders determine the number of days in the program and the number of hours 
of instruction a day. The number of programming days depends upon a number of fac-
tors, including budget and time needed for school-year preparations (e.g., time to close 
down the prior school year, time to prepare for the next school year, and time to ensure 
school facilities receive summer maintenance). Expert opinion on the optimal length of a 
summer program varies (McCombs et al., 2011); however, it appears a minimum of five 
weeks may be a good and realistic guideline for districts to follow if desiring to maximize 
academic time on task. Five to six weeks of programming allows a few weeks for the 
wind-down and preparatory activities related to the regular school year while still giving 
students sufficient time on task in the summer programs. Examples 1 and 2 in Table 7.1 
clearly show the difference that two additional weeks of instruction make on the amount 
of academic instruction that students receive during the summer. If a goal of the summer 
program is to improve academic outcomes, maximizing academic time on task is critical. 

Schedule Three to Four Hours a Day for Academics

Three to four hours of academic instruction per day is typically recommended as a 
minimum.

Not surprisingly, teachers in programs with greater hours for academic instruc-
tion were more likely to agree that the program could significantly improve students’ 
academic achievement. We found a great range across districts in time per day sched-

Table 7.1
Breakdown of Academic Time on Task for Three Districts

Factors Influencing Academic Time on Task Example 1 Example 2 Example 3

Scheduled days 30 16 23

Minutes of daily scheduled academic instructiona 310 240 180

average daily attendance rate 82%  
(or 25 days)

93%  
(or 15 days)

66%  
(or 15 days)

percentage of scheduled instructional time actually spent on 
academics

91% 85% 83%

average hours of academic instructional time per student per 
summer 

121 51 37

a Because minutes of academic instruction varied by site in many districts, we present the average 
minutes of daily academic instruction in the three districts. We included eLa, mathematics, and 
science in estimates of daily academic instruction.
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uled for academics: from 180 minutes to 310 minutes. In the district with the fewest 
hours scheduled for academic instruction, only 42 percent of teachers reported that the 
program could make a significant difference in student achievement, compared with 
92 percent of teachers in the program with the greatest number of hours scheduled for 
academic instruction.

Focus on Academic Content During Academic Class Periods

Scheduling time for academic instruction does not guarantee that the time will be used 
for instruction. Districts varied by 10 percentage points (from 81 to 91 percent) in the 
time spent on academic instruction during the academic segments of the program. A 
few practices appear to be related to effective use of classroom time: Adopting a clear, 
effective curriculum with an expectation that teachers follow it; scheduling time for 
students to move from one class to another; hiring strong teachers; and clearly articu-
lating that academic achievement is an important goal of the program.
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Chapter eIGht

Program Cost and Funding

Cost is of utmost concern to school districts in deciding whether and how widely to 
offer summer programming. In this chapter we describe the amount of “new money” 
districts required to operate a summer program—that is, the direct monetary expendi-
tures in the districts’ 2011 summer budgets, not including such “hidden costs” as the 
use of school facilities at no charge to summer program budgets or the in-kind provi-
sion of district administrator time for planning or carrying out the summer program. 
Based on cost data we collected from six school districts, we describe the sources of this 
funding, distribution of costs, the average costs per student served, and the factors that 
influenced those costs. In the end, we recommend ways that districts can control costs 
while designing a program that meets students’ needs. (For a fuller description of our 
cost analysis, see Appendix B.)

Sources of Funding

Districts relied on many sources of funding, as shown in Figure 8.1. Title I funds were 
the most common funding source, averaging slightly more than half of all revenues. 
Approximately 80 percent of district revenues came from federal or local school district 
funding sources, such as Title I, 21st Century Community Learning Center (21CCLC) 
funds, School Improvement Grants (SIG) dollars, or general-purpose funds. 

Funding varied by program component:

•	 To pay for academic teachers, districts drew on Title I, general funds, or Individu-
als with Disabilities Education Act, Part B (IDEA-B) for special education. 

•	 To pay for enrichment, districts tended to rely on 21CCLC funds, city funds, or 
federal stimulus funds.

•	 To pay for bus transportation, districts often used Title I dollars. 
•	 The cost of federally subsidized meals was passed through the districts since dis-

tricts were reimbursed at cost through the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
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Among private funding sources, The Wallace Foundation was the largest, provid-
ing an average of 17 percent of summer school revenues. Other private funds, such as 
support from local foundations, amounted to only 2 percent of total revenues. 

Distribution of Costs

Figure 8.2 shows the average proportion of total costs by category.1 As anticipated, 
summer programs spent the greatest share of their funds on academic teachers (45 per-
cent of total expenditures on average); followed by other school-based staff paid for by 
the summer budget, which included site managers, paraprofessionals, secretarial staff, 
and nonprofit employees who taught arts, sports, or other enrichment (23 percent on 
average). District-level costs paid for by the summer budget comprised 10 percent of 

1 Only four out of six districts could provide complete data by category to contribute to this breakdown. Appen-
dix B provides a detailed accounting of reasons data were not available.

Figure 8.1
Average Revenues by Source, Summer 2011

*The “Other district funds” segment consists of Title II, IDEA-B, transportation, and federal meals.
NOTE: The averages shown are based on six school districts’ stated revenue sources. 
ARRA = American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.
RAND RR366-8.1
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expenditures on average. (Although districts often contributed staff “in kind” to help 
carry out summer programs, only those staff directly paid from the summer program 
budget were included here since districts were not able to systematically account for 
their in-kind staff contributions.) Busing, materials, and food made up approximately 
equal shares of the balance of the summer school budget. 

Costs and Their Variation

The costs for summer 2011 programs varied widely across districts, which is consistent 
with findings from previous studies (Grossman et al., 2009; McCombs et al., 2011). 
They ranged from $8 to $19 per slot per hour (total cost per hour divided by the aver-
age number of students present per day) or $7 to $13 per enrollee per hour (total cost 
per hour divided by the total number of students who attended the program for at least 
one day).2 

2 We calculated these costs using data from five districts. One district did not collect sufficient cost data to be 
included in our analysis.

Figure 8.2
Average Expenditures by Category, Summer 2011

NOTE: Average expenditures shown are based on four out of six school districts’ expenditures.
RAND RR366-8.2
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Because school districts typically must follow teacher pay scales for summer 
school programs, teacher wages are often a predetermined component of the overall 
budget. However, districts can exercise influence over a number of other features of 
summer programming that have large cost implications. We identified six of these fea-
tures in our district data: 

1. Attendance rate. Attendance had a profound impact on costs, inflating pro-
gram costs by as much as 60 percent more per hour per child in districts with 
low attendance rates of 63–68 percent. Because districts designed their summer 
programs to serve a set number of intended enrollees and hired staff accord-
ingly, the costs of the program per slot (i.e., per student served on a typical day) 
were much higher when attendance was low. Some, but not all, of the voluntary 
summer programs struggled to maintain strong attendance. 

2. Size of program. Generally speaking, the larger programs had lower costs 
per slot. Based on our direct observations of districts’ summer programs, we 
hypothesize that these efficiencies were derived from spreading the fixed costs 
of running a summer program—such as curriculum development, planning, 
professional development, and the formation of partnerships with CBOs—over 
a greater number of students. 

3. number of students per summer site within a district. Over and above the 
size of the summer program itself, clustering more students per site (i.e., at 
a school where the program is operated) reduced the cost per slot relative to 
spreading students over more sites. In other words, some of the fixed costs in 
summer programming accrue at the building level as well as the district level. 
In larger sites, some of the fixed costs (such as the cost of a school building prin-
cipal) are spread over a greater number of students.

4. duration of program. Among the four- to six-week summer programs across 
the districts, we observed lower costs per slot per hour for longer programs, sug-
gesting there are declining marginal costs from adding hours to the summer 
program. As is the case for several of these cost-related factors, these savings 
could derive from the division of fixed costs associated with the summer pro-
gram over a greater number of hours.

5. ratios of children to adults. Although we lack data on the number of adults 
per enrollee in all of the grade levels across the six districts’ summer programs 
served, our direct observations of sampled rising fourth-grade classes yielded aver-
age ratios of children to adults ranging from 6.5 to 11.6.3 Assuming these ratios 
hold for all grade levels within a district’s summer program, we find (as expected) 
that costs per slot hour are higher for programs with fewer students per adult. 

3  Although we only observed about 60 percent of the instructional periods in each district, we have no reason 
to believe that these periods, selected randomly, would over- or underinflate the student-to-adult ratios.
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6. Start-up costs. New summer programs often require acquisition of new mate-
rials and development of policies and procedures that older programs do not. 

Understanding these factors can help districts design programs to minimize costs 
while trying to provide the greatest benefits to students. But it is important to recog-
nize that cost efficiencies can threaten quality. For example, devoting fewer hours to 
academic instruction can lower costs, but it may also reduce the potential for academic 
benefits from the program. Larger class sizes (after factoring in attendance) can also 
reduce costs, but larger classes inhibit individualization of instruction. 

In the next section we recommend steps that districts can take to control costs 
while preserving benefits to students. 

Recommendations

Design the Summer Program with Costs in Mind
Avoid Assigning Small Numbers of Students to Many Summer Sites Within a 
District

While there are benefits to having a diversity of sites participate in the summer pro-
gram, more sites require more transportation and food delivery, and they often require 
more school administrators—all of which drive up costs. Each building that students 
attend requires the presence of at least one supervisory staff to ensure student safety. 
The cost for supervisory staff, such as a site manager, tends to accrue in nonlinear 
increments—e.g., one new administrator may be required for every 200 additional 
students, so that the cost of administration per child at a school with an average of 38 
students is substantially higher than cost of administration per child with an average 
of 186 students. 

Use Enrichment Providers to Help Leverage Additional Funds

In one district, enrichment providers funded their own services using their 21CCLC 
funding. As a result, students were able to engage in fun, interesting enrichment at no 
additional cost to the district. In two other districts, the fact that the summer program 
was offering a camp-like experience to low-income students attracted private businesses 
and local foundations that helped support the program.

Use Enrichment Providers to Increase Duration of the Program

Full-day summer programs typically blend at least a half-day of instruction with a 
half-day of enrichment activities. These nonacademic activities provide opportunities 
to hire lower-cost enrichment teachers. However, careful partnering and management 
are needed to ensure the quality of enrichment programming is high. 



48    Getting to Work on Summer Learning

Hire Staff to Achieve Desired Ratios Based on Projected Daily Attendance, not the 
Initial Number of Enrollees

Given the gap between initial enrollment and daily attendance in summer programs, 
districts could reduce overall spending by anticipating the actual number of students 
served even as they attempt to reduce no-show rates. But it is wise to have a contin-
gency plan in place, such as a list of teacher applicants interviewed but not initially 
hired, should the realized student enrollments exceed projections.

Maximize the Value of the Summer Program
Put Resources into Tracking and Boosting Attendance

The cost of programming per student is far higher when attendance is poor. Some 
costs are relatively fixed, such as planning for professional development and transpor-
tation routes, the development or selection of curricula, and the time spent for CBOs 
and school districts to form partnerships. These costs are similar whether a program 
serves 50 or 500 students. A large gap between initial enrollment and daily attendance 
inflates costs on a per-child basis, however.

Operate Full-Day Programs for Five to Six Weeks

On an hourly basis, longer programs tend to have lower costs per child served. They 
also have greater potential to boost student learning over the summer.

Use Effective Cost Accounting Practices
Express Costs on a Per-Enrollee and Per-Attendee Per-Hour Basis

Designers of summer programs could improve their planning process by collecting 
costs in such a way that they could generate estimates per enrollee and per attendee 
per hour. Tracking costs in this manner is more accurate than simply adding together 
budget allocations and dividing by the intended number of students served—and it 
would aid designers’ ability to integrate cost considerations into their program design.

Set Up Three Data Procedures to Enable Cost-Tracking on a Per-Attendee, Per-Hour 
Basis

To generate cost estimates on a per-unit basis, districts need to ensure that there are 
accounting practices in place prior to the beginning of the summer program that would 
allow them to do the following three activities: 

•	 Identify the major ingredients in a summer program (e.g., number of staff by type, 
number of administrators by type, materials, field trips, food, busing, facilities, etc.). 

•	 Ensure that expenditure data are collected in such a way that they can be disag-
gregated by those ingredients. 

•	 Track intended enrollment (upon which staff hiring numbers are presumably 
based), actual enrollment, average daily attendance, proportion of students who 
enrolled but never attended, and the hours of programming offered.
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Chapter nIne

In Conclusion

This report provides recommendations on how to establish and sustain summer learn-
ing programs with characteristics that have been associated with student achievement 
in previous studies. It is our hope that this guide will make it easier for district and 
site leaders to provide summer programs that offer promise for children who are losing 
ground to their peers over long summer breaks. Future reports from the randomized 
controlled trial, which will start in summer 2013, will describe the effects of these pro-
grams on student academic and social-emotional outcomes. Because we are not able to 
include evidence of the effectiveness of these summer programs in improving student 
achievement, the practices we recommend in this report should be considered promis-
ing, but not proven. Nonetheless, this research provides the best information to date 
on how to get to work on summer learning.
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Surveys and Observations

Surveys

We surveyed four stakeholder groups—students, parents, academic teachers, and 
enrichment instructors—regarding their summer 2011 experience, as described below. 

Student Survey. We obtained active consent from parents to survey their chil-
dren in five districts. (We began our evaluation activities in the sixth district too late to 
field a student survey.) We administered a pencil-and-paper survey to the students. A 
researcher read the questions aloud while students followed along and answered ques-
tions on the survey form. All students whose parents gave active consent for participa-
tion and who were in attendance on the day of survey administration during the last 
week of the program were surveyed (a total of 641). This number represents 21 percent 
of the total number of rising fourth graders who enrolled in the five summer learning 
programs where we conducted the survey. It is likely that we surveyed students who 
were most satisfied with the program, as attendance in voluntary programs is often 
considered a proxy for satisfaction.

Parent Survey. We sent surveys to 2,209 parents of rising fourth-grade students 
attending the six district programs. In five districts, we sent paper surveys home in 
the backpacks of students during the last week of the summer program, so we did not 
attempt to survey all parents of rising fourth-grade students. We provided parents with 
a prepaid business envelope and a promise of a $10 gift card as a token of thanks for 
their participation. In the sixth location, the district mailed our surveys home to all 
parents, not just those of students who were still attending at the end of the program. 
Across the six districts, 40 percent of parents responded (884). Parents were asked 
about how they heard of the summer learning program; reasons for enrolling their 
child; satisfaction with aspects of the program such as instruction in English language 
arts (ELA) and mathematics, enrichment offerings, food, and transportation; any bar-
riers to participation and attendance; and likelihood of enrolling their child next year. 
We learned quite a bit from these surveys, but because in most districts we only sent 
the survey home in backpacks, we missed an opportunity to survey parents of students 
who had dropped out or who attended inconsistently. As a result, the parents surveyed 
(in five of the six districts) were likely those who were most satisfied with the program.
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Academic Teacher Survey. In total, we surveyed all 278 academic teachers of 
rising fourth-grade students and received responses from 186, for a response rate of 
67 percent. In five districts, we administered a paper-and-pencil survey that teachers 
were to fill out and return to RAND using the provided business-reply envelope; in the 
sixth district, teachers took an online version of the survey. The survey asked teachers 
about the quality and pacing of the curricula, student ability, differentiation of instruc-
tion, availability of needed materials and supports, professional development, motiva-
tion for teaching during the summer, attitudes toward summer programs, methods of 
engaging students, interactions with parents, use of data, support from site coordinator 
and district officials, and enablers and challenges to providing high-quality summer 
instruction.

enrichment Instructor Survey. We surveyed all 230 regular enrichment teach-
ers (we did not survey guest instructors who only offered one lesson over the summer), 
also using a paper-and-pencil survey that these teachers were to fill out and return to 
RAND using the provided business-reply envelope. We received responses from 148 
teachers (64 percent response rate). Because the enrichment teachers taught nonaca-
demic subjects, their survey contained fewer items on curriculum and student perfor-
mance. These teachers were asked about training and experience, availability of needed 
materials and supports, professional development, methods of engaging students, 
interactions with parents, support from site coordinators and district officials, and rela-
tionships with school personnel.

Observations

We conducted observations of operations, enrichment activities, and academic blocks 
across sites within five of the six districts. One district was added to the initiative in the 
last week of their summer program. We conducted some observations in this district, 
but we did not use the systematic approach, involving rubrics, that we used in the other 
five districts. 

In one of the five districts, we selected a proportion of the school sites to focus on 
within the total population of school sites. We focused on four of the 17 total school 
sites because these four sites operated under a partnership between the district and a 
local CBO. We chose to study these four sites in depth over studying the 17 sites at a 
more superficial level so we could learn more about sites that were co-led. Co-led sites 
represented a minority of sites across our six districts. 

In the other four districts, we conducted an equal number of observations at each 
summer school site serving rising fourth graders.
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Site Operations Observations 

In each of the five districts, we used an operations checklist once a week at each site to 
monitor schedule compliance, facilities issues, transitions, and unforeseen events. 

Academic Observations

We conducted observations of academic instruction in the five districts as well. To 
create our observation protocol, we first reviewed some widely used validated instru-
ments—such as The Classroom Assessment Scoring System measure developed at the 
University of Virginia (Teachstone, undated) and The Framework for Teaching devel-
oped by Charlotte Danielson and the Danielson Group (undated). These classroom 
observation instruments, however, were not necessarily designed to analyze aspects of 
the classroom that research about summer programming indicates are the most impor-
tant features linked to improvements in student achievement. Consequently, RAND 
developed its own classroom observation protocol to pilot in summer 2011 that was 
designed specifically to measure certain key aspects of our theoretical framework about 
how summer programs might lead to gains in student learning.

The classroom observation protocol was intended to gather information on the 
following practices identified by the research as being related to improved student 
learning in summer programs. 

•	 Time on task. The amount of productive time on task is positively linked 
to student achievement (Harnischfeger and Wiley, 1976; Lomax and Cooley, 
1979; Fisher et al., 1980; Karweit and Slavin, 1982; Hawley et al., 1984; 
Karweit, 1985). The efficacy of summer programs to improve student learn-
ing is a function of the amount of exposure students receive to instruction—in 
terms of both attendance and real classroom instruction. How our classroom 
observation protocol brings data to bear on this topic: The classroom observation 
protocol has a running log of minutes spent on instruction versus noninstruc-
tion and categorizes the type of instruction occurring throughout the class. 

•	 Individualized attention. Individualized attention is linked to achievement 
gains in summer programs (Cooper et al., 2000). How our classroom observation 
protocol brings data to bear on this topic: Observers recorded each instance of a 
teacher’s extended attention (at least three minutes) to an individual student or 
small group of students (without noting quality of that interaction). 

•	 Student engagement. Student engagement in tasks leads to greater academic 
achievement (Skinner, Kindermann and Furrer, 2009). How our classroom 
observation protocol brings data to bear on this topic: At ten-minute intervals 
throughout the sessions, classroom observers counted the number of students 
who were visually disengaged from the designated classroom activity at that 
moment. 
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The protocol also included a basic measure of instructional quality (whether the 
lesson objective was stated and followed) and a log of minutes according to type of 
classroom activity, including active participation by students in discussion, students’ 
use of manipulatives, activity hubs, and students’ direct engagement with reading con-
nected texts and writing (as opposed to more rote tasks such as worksheets, list making, 
and filling in blanks).

Enrichment Observations 

We used the validated out-of-school time (OST) instrument developed by Policy Stud-
ies Associates (PSA) to record observations of enrichment activities.1 All eight observ-
ers who conducted OST observations in the five districts received a daylong training 
from a PSA researcher on the proper use of this instrument, during which the trainer 
conducted informal inter-rater reliability tests using videotaped enrichment sessions 
that each observer rated. Throughout the day, the eight observers watched video clips, 
completed the OST tool, and then the trainer discussed disparities among the eight 
observers’ ratings to calibrate them. Completing the observation protocol necessitated 
observing only a 15-minute period of any given enrichment block. During the first 
week of each district’s program, two raters co-observed 15 minutes of enrichment 
blocks and compared ratings and discussed disparities. After this first week, only one 
rater observed each studied enrichment block. 

Inter-Rater Agreement

We strove to ensure inter-rater agreement on the academic and enrichment instruction 
observation protocols. All nine observers attended a two-day training on how to use the 
observation protocols. At this training, observers watched videos of ELA, mathemat-
ics, and enrichment classrooms at elementary-grade levels, completed the full obser-
vation protocols individually, and then assessed degree of agreement on each item on 
the observation protocols to calibrate the observers’ scoring of the classroom instruc-
tion. The group then extensively discussed rating disparities and recoded additional 
videos to further calibrate rating. Among the observers, four lead RAND researchers 
then established their own consistency in rating through paired correlations from rat-
ings of further classroom videos. The four lead researchers then participated in co- 
observations with the RAND staff responsible for field observations. They co-observed 
ten to 12 classroom segments (each of 15 minutes in duration) in the field during the 
first week of the summer program in each of the five districts where we conducted 
classroom observations. The lead researcher and the RAND co-observer collected 
their ratings on each of 24 items on the observation protocol and their ratings were 
compared across the ten to 12 classroom segments within each item. Throughout the 
days of co-observations, the raters discussed disparities to further align their ratings. 

1 The OST rubric and documentation for it can be found at PSA’s web site (February 2008).
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Table A.1 lists the rates of agreement for the academic observations. Note that there 
are too few co-observations to reject the hypothesis that these levels of agreement could 
have occurred by chance. Given the low number of co-observations, we do not report 
Cohen’s kappa values.

Table A.1
Rates of Agreement Between Co-Observers

Event Observed
Percentage of 

Agreement 
Between Raters

teacher stated the objective for the lesson 100

the lesson covered the stated objective 100

total noninstructional minutes spent on student behaviora 100

total noninstructional minutes spent on management (attendance)a 91

total noninstructional minutes spent on “other” activitiesa 82

total instructional minutes where teacher lectureda 91

total instructional minutes on “initiate-response-evaluate”a 82

total instructional minutes on teacher-led discussiona 100

total minutes of Instruction students working with studentsa 100

total minutes of Instruction students working silentlya 91

total minutes of taking assessmentsa 91

total minutes of computer usea 100

total minutes of working in activity hubsa 100

total minutes of using manipulativesa 100

total minutes of product-makinga 100

total minutes of readinga 100

total minutes of watching videosa 100

total minutes of worksheetsa 91

total minutes of writing—complexa 100

total minutes of writing—simplea 100

aggregate number of check marks for behavior-related individualized attention 100

aggregate number of check marks for academic-related individualized 
attention from all adults 100

average number of disengaged students over the recorded observations 72
a raters are deemed to agree when the difference between the number of minutes the two observers 
of a given code for a given activity was less than or equal to 10 percent of the length of the observed 
segment (e.g., less than or equal to a one-minute difference for a ten-minute segment).
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appenDIx B

Cost Analyses Methods and Limitations

Cost Analyses Methods

We used a resource cost model approach (Levin and McEwan, 2001) to estimate the 
monetary costs of the program based on its ingredient parts. Specifically, we requested 
districts to report expenditures on major cost ingredients such as district-level expenses 
for program coordinators or secretaries, curriculum development, curricular coaches, 
professional development planning, and evaluation; plus school-level expenses such as 
site managers, teachers, enrichment providers, security guards, administrative staff, 
benefits, classroom materials, field trips, student bus transportation, and food. In addi-
tion to summer 2011 expenditure data, we also sought information about the source 
of these expenditures by funding type (Title I, general funds, 21CCLC, etc.). Most 
districts operated multiple programs during the summer, of which the Wallace-funded 
program was just one. We selected the Wallace-funded program and all grades within 
that program for this cost and revenue analysis. 

Summer programs come in many shapes and sizes. To isolate the source of cost 
differences to the greatest degree possible, we attempted to hold constant each of the 
six programs’ number of enrollees, attendance rates, program duration, and prices of 
resources by reporting regionally adjusted costs on a per-slot, per-hour basis. To account 
for the variation of resource prices across the different cities, we adjusted regionally 
specific costs into national average costs using the comparable wage index. The costs 
reported in this section are all specific to summer 2011 and adjusted to national aver-
ages unless otherwise noted.

Limitations of Cost Analyses

The intent of these analyses is to represent the amount of “new money” a summer pro-
gram requires of a school district—i.e., the marginal dollars for summer programming 
that a district and its partners carried in their summer 2011 budgets. Consequently, 
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we did not attempt to assign value to so-called “hidden costs” such as volunteers,1 use 
of school facilities, or the in-kind contribution of staff time for running the program. 

We adopted the marginal dollars approach for several reasons. The first is that 
school districts we spoke with think of total summer program costs in these terms. The 
second is that in no district were data available to reliably value “hidden costs” or even 
to account for the amount of in-kind staff hours dedicated to summer programming. 
However, to the extent that any data were available about hidden costs, they indi-
cate that districts heavily subsidize their direct expenditures on summer programming 
through donated staff time. 

Each district encountered bureaucratic barriers that prevented them from easily 
compiling comprehensive cost data in a way that could be isolated for the summer 
program in question (rather than lumped together with costs for other district summer 
programs) and could represent all of the components of the program. The first chal-
lenge was that department-based budgeting means that summer program directors 
often have no idea of the amount of “off-budget” district costs there are for the pro-
gram—such as for busing, school facilities, food—or for the services of nonprofit part-
ners, such as artists or youth service workers who provide enrichment for the program. 
A second challenge was the increased effort required to set up accounting procedures 
ahead of time to ensure that each of the relevant departments or partners track the data 
in ways that could be aggregated together at the end of the summer program. 

In each case where we requested data, a district staff person had to seek out 
multiple departments to request costs carried in entirely different budgets within 
the district. For example, the food department’s budget includes the cost of feder-
ally subsidized meals, the special education department’s budget includes the cost of 
special education teachers to the extent they were present in the summer program, 
Title I department holds Title I expenses, printing costs are carried within the printing 
department, and so forth. Once obtained from the respective departments, these costs 
were not disaggregated by program but combined with other programs such as for all 
types of summer programming offered. When this specific situation occurred, we esti-
mated costs by prorating the total costs by share of enrollees in all of the summer pro-
grams the costs represented. Admittedly, this approach to allocating costs is imprecise, 
since individual cost items may not be entirely symmetrical across programs (e.g., the 
amount of printed materials per student may be greater for middle- and high-school 
students than for elementary students).

In our discussions with districts when collecting costs in this and prior studies, 
they have reported an exceptionally difficult time accurately determining the cost of 
the use of their facilities during the summer months for a given program for any one of 
the following reasons: Many schools are open anyway during the summer for repairs, 

1 We requested information about numbers of volunteers and volunteer hours, but these were unavailable. Our 
direct observations of the programs during summer 2011 indicated that volunteers were rarely present. 
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making it hard to isolate the additional facilities costs attributable to a single program; 
a given school can host multiple programs at the same time; and facilities departments 
often collect costs in ways that prevent disaggregating them to specific buildings and to 
specific times of the year. As such, we exclude the cost of facilities even though districts 
likely did, in fact, incur more costs for using those school facilities than they otherwise 
would have in the absence of the summer program.
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