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Researchers reflect on their work and share the results with you.

Summer Can Set Kids on the Right—or Wrong — Course

Study Links a Lack of Academic Ac/nevement, High Drop-out Rate, to Summertime Learning Loss

When school doors close for the summer, what do kids face? For some, it's a world of interesting vacations, music
lessons, and library trips. For others without enriching summertime opportunities, the break can lead to serious
academic consequences—and the disparity can be dramatic.

Research conducted by Johns Hopkins sociology Professor Karl
Alexander and his colleagues shows that low-income youth suffer
significantly from a loss of academic skills over the summertime.
And the losses pile up, contributing to an achievement gap that
can make the difference between whether students set out on a
path for college or decide to drop out of high school.

The Center for Summer Learning at Johns Hopkins University
talked to Alexander about the research, what it means for young
people, and the need for a strategic and focused response.

What led you to toalk into the relationship between summer

* tearning opportunities and academic success?

Initially, my colleagues and I werent particularly interested in
summer learning. That came about in a roundabout way. We were
interested in early schooling and patterns of soc1al mequahty For
example, we wanted to compare the school experiences of lower
with higher income kids and minority with majority youngsters.

What did you find?

We discovered that about two-thirds of the academic achievement
gap between disadvantaged youngsters and their more advantaged
peers can be explained by what happens over the summer.

T also want to point out that the higher performing group
isn't necessarily high income, but simply better off. In the context
of the Baltimore City school system, that usually means solidly
middle class, with parents who are likely to have gone to college
versus dropping out.

Statistically, lower income children begin school with lower

- achievement scores, but during the school year, they progress
at about the same rate as their peers. Over the summer, it's a
dramatically different story. During the summer months, disad-
vantaged children tread water at best or even fall behind. It's
what we call “summer slide” or “summer setback.” But better
off children build their skills steadily over the summer months.
The pattern was definite and dramatic. It was quite a revelation.

What method did you use to make this discovery?

We launched a study in 1982 where we recruited almost 800
chitdren in Baltimore City and monitored their academic
progress from first grade well into adulthood. Achievement tests
were administered in the spring and fall over an extended period
of time and we tracked and analyzed those achievement test
patterns. We also conducted interviews with the children and
with their parents.

How do vou explain the achisvement gap's relationship to
income? What do higher income children get over the
summer that lowsr incomwe children dog't?

We didn't look at specific programs, but we did explore some

_possible explanations and we found some definite differences.

I don't want to break it down into a check list but some
differences seemed relevant. For example, better-off children
were more likely to go to the library over the summertime and
take books home. They were more likely to engage in a variety
of enrichment experiences such as attending museums, concerts
and field trips. They were more likely to take out-of-town
vacations, be involved in organized sports activities or take -
lessons, such as swimming or gymnastics: lessons Overall, they
had a more expanswe realm of experiences.

__Whaa are the *smphcatzons of this rasearch? )
It helps us to realize how important summer learnmg——or the lack

of it—is to academic achievement. And it helps us to recognize
that this often breaks down along social lines. In the more recent
work, we were able to pose questions about the consequences of
this achievement gap. We found that summer learning loss accounts
for about two-thirds of the difference in the likelihood of pursuing
a college preparatory path in high school. And that matters a great
deal in terms of what happens later on. Forty percent of the children
we picked up as first graders left high school without diplomas. It's
a problem of monumental proportions. So these early patterns
of out-of-school learning have profoundly 1mportant repercusswns
that echo throughout the years.




Can summer programs help? _ -
We need to provide children with'strategically planned, structured : School Year Cumulative Gains
summer experiences, and that's especially true for those who '
don't have access to enriching, home-based learning. And, of
course, summer programs can be an important part of that
strategy by providing. a variety of -experiences that challenge
children, develop-their talents, keep them engaged, and expand
their horizons. :

What are the next steps’f‘
T'd like to see the work we've done motivate others to carry the
torch forward and try to help us understand what sorts of summer
experiences best support year-round learning for all children— - Bl
and there’s a particular need to help understand the conditions 12 3 4 5 1 2 3, 4 5
ot thatwillhelp: disadvantaged children.. = - , Disadvantaged, byYear ~ © - - Better-Off, by Year
""" Weneed a detailed, on-the-ground perspectwe ‘We know [ ' B
N that chitdren need ennchmg summertime experiences, but we -
* need to know: what ‘makes up the best mix.of expenences Then’
we need to act develop resources and move ahead :

‘ Any fmat words? :
d hke to h'ank my colleagues and co- workers Dons Entw1sle
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