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One District’s Strategy to Curb Summer Slide
Among Elementary School Students

By Annette Shideler, Elizabeth Scaduto, and Grace B. Wivell

Introduction

Across the United States, K-12 schools are recog-
nizing that as the number of English Language Learners
(ELLs) enrolled increases, there is an opportunity for greater
linguistic and cultural exchange among all learners.  ELLs
also face the dual challenge of learning English in addition
to rigorous academic content.  This makes them vulner-
able to "summer slide," one of several terms used to de-
scribe when students attain a level of measured achieve-
ment based on standardized testing at the end of the school
year, but begin the following school year with lower scores
after having spent approximately 8 to 10 weeks outside of
an academic setting.1

A diverse suburban school district on Eastern Long
Island, New York has seen a dramatic increase in English
Language Learners over the past decade.  The district recog-
nizes that these students make strong progress during the
academic school year and also experience the effects of
spending two months away from school in the summer.  This
diverse suburban school district has run a grant-funded sum-
mer program for seven years as of 2018.  The initial goal was
simple: to help students learn English.  Success was mea-
sured anecdotally at first: students were excited about the
experience, and teachers reported considerable language
growth.  However, the district recognized that more was needed
and created a partnership with Stony Brook University. For two
summers, reading scores for students in the program were
more closely examined.  When reading scores at the end of
the school year were compared with reading scores at the
start of the following school year, students who participated
with regular attendance in a summer program for ELLs were
able to begin the school year in September without further
academic loss.  In fact, the majority of students had reading
scores that either improved or remained at the same level - a
great step toward reducing the academic learning gap.

Literature Review

There is considerable research documenting the
need to bridge the K-12 summer learning gap across the
United States, much of which focuses on the way summer

slide disproportionately affects students from a lower socio-
economic status (SES) background.  When considering the
various factors influencing academic performance of 9th
grade students with a low SES indicator and mid-and high-
SES indicator, Alexander et. al found "two-thirds of the total
achievement loss could be traced to summer learning differ-
ences over the elementary years" (2007, pg. 171).  Although
all students tend to lose ground in math, students with a low
SES indicator tend to lose ground in reading scores while
Mid- and high-SES indicator students tend to gain ground
during the summer months (McCombs et. al. 2012, pg. 47).
Allington (2013), Alexander et. al (2007), and Cooper & Charlton
(2000) all suggest that much of the summer slide experi-
enced by students from lower SES backgrounds is attribut-
able to a lack of access to experiences that can improve aca-
demic performance: while middle and high SES students
often have the opportunity to attend summer camps and other
programs, students from low SES background are often not.

While many ELLs have access to enriching sum-
mer experiences, English learners who have a low SES
may not.  English learners also often receive language
input throughout the summer in a language other than
English, and this can affect students when they return to
school in the fall (DelliCarpini 2009).  To embrace all stu-
dents' home languages and experiences, schools must
employ culturally responsive educational practices and
provide equitable access to education.

One approach to continuing academic progress is
the implementation of summer programs, and several stud-
ies have sought to measure the effect of summer school
programs toward neutralizing summer slide for mainstream
students.  McCombs et. al. (2012), found that various kinds
of summer programs, mandatory and voluntary, had some
measure of positive effect on student achievement.  Borman
and Dowling (2006), in their three-year study of the Teach
Baltimore Summer Academy, found that students who par-
ticipated in at least two of the three years of the program
experienced a "treatment effect" that was the equivalent of
"50% of one grade level in vocabulary, 40% of one grade
level in comprehension, and 41% of one grade level in
total reading" when compared to their peers who did not
participate in the program (pg. 46).

1 Other frequently used terms include: Summer Gap, Summer Learning Loss,
Summer Setback, Summer Shortfall, Summer slump, and (Summer) Regression.
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Furthermore, researchers do not find that all pro-
grams lead to an equal effect, and offer suggestions for a
successful program.  Borman and Dowling emphasize that
continued participation in summer programs is key (pg. 26).
Alexander, Entwisle and Olsen's work points to the impor-
tance of implementing efforts to bridge the learning gap early:
"...attempting to close the gap after it has opened wide is a
rear-guard action.  Most of the gap increase happens early
in elementary school, which is where corrective interven-
tions would be most effective, or even before" (2007, pg 176).
They also stress the importance of summer school pro-
grams which target economically disadvantaged students:
"All children can benefit from high quality 'universal' programs-
-preschools for all; summer schools for all--but they will not
benefit in equal measure" (2007, pg 177).  In other words,
the importance of such programs is greater for students
who may not otherwise have access to similar programs.

There is little research which focuses exclusively
on the effect of summer school programs for English Lan-
guage Learners.  Though ELLs did make up at least part of
the population in each of the aforementioned studies, they
were small in number and the researchers did not con-
sider their scores separately.  However, in their study of a
summer school program for ELL students in kindergarten
through eleventh grade in Kentucky, Vanderhaar and Munoz
(2005) found that when tested before and after participa-
tion in the program, a majority of students' scores increased
and, importantly, students who had the lowest scores at
the outset of the study were those who showed the great-
est gains (pg 15).  While the Kentucky summer program
focused on both reading and math, students experienced
greater gains in reading, reinforcing the strong effect sum-
mer programs have on reading (pg 17).  Hur and Suh con-
ducted a two-year study on a summer school program fo-
cused on assisting native Korean speakers from late el-
ementary school through high school, and found this pro-
gram improved students' confidence in their English abili-
ties as well as academic skills, especially for those stu-
dents in the elementary school grades, again showing that
early intervention is key (2010 pg. 16).

The Study

This study focused on the diverse suburban school
district's Summer Program for English Learners.  The pro-
gram was developed by the district's English as a New Lan-
guage (ENL) and Bilingual Education department with the
explicit purpose of providing an opportunity for ELLs at the
elementary level, in keeping with the literature's assertion
that this is a key time to bridge the learning gap, to continue
their academic learning throughout the summer.  The pro-
gram was voluntary and open to all elementary ELLs with
particular attention to students identified as Students with
Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE).  The program has run
for seven years.

For the first six years, the program ran for four weeks
(20 days), but due to funding cuts the 2018 program ran for
only three weeks (15 days). Students attended for three hours

each day, from 8:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m.  The district provided
transportation and partnered with Island Harvest, a local food
bank and summer feeding program provider, to ensure stu-
dents received breakfast and lunch each day.  The district
had two primary goals for the program: 1) students should
feel that they had a fun, learning-rich summer camp-like
experience and 2) students would be provided access to
high-quality, culturally and linguistically responsive learning
experiences.  The program began with approximately 50
students in the first year and in 2018 served over 200 stu-
dents in grades K through 5.

In order to assess the success of the summer
school program, we compared students' Spring and Fall
Reading scores, and sorted the scores into two groups to
measure program success: students whose scores de-
creased and those whose scores either increased or re-
mained the same.  We chose to group score increases and
no change together because research shows the students
in our studies to be statistically likely to lose reading skills
over the summer, and it was this loss that the program sought
to prevent.  Even if student's scores did not increase, the
anticipated loss was still prevented, and the program could
be considered a success.

Several reading assessments were used to un-
derstand students' progress from the Spring to the Fall.  This
district is currently shifting their literacy and assessment
programs and therefore multiple assessments were being
used by the schools in the spring and fall of 2018.  Rather
than implement an assessment solely for this research, we
used data from the standardized reading assessments al-
ready used by the district.  This was useful as access to data
was simplified and the assessments were administered by
trained teachers in the district.  There were three tests being
used during this time period2, and while each test might
have its advantages or disadvantages, for the purposes of
our research, we treated each test equally.  Importantly, we
ensured that the scores we compared for a single student
were from the same test.  Any students who were assessed
with one assessment in the spring but a different assess-
ment in the fall were excluded from our study.

Included in this study are data from a total of 92
students in 2017, and 158 students in 2018.  We were
unable to compare scores from all 200+ students who
participated in the programs each year, either because a
student did not receive one of the tests, or because the
student was assessed using different tests in the Spring
and in the Fall, which we did not consider valid repre-
sentations of student progress.  We were able to look at
both spring and fall data points from 92 of the students
who regularly attended the program in 2017, and 158 of

2 Teachers College Quick Assessments, The American Reading Company's
Independent Reading Level Assessment (IRLA) and its Spanish language
partner, Evaluación del nivel independiente de lectura (ENIL), and Renais-
sance Learning's STAR Reading Assessment
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the students from 2018.  A breakdown by grade level of stu-
dents from whom we compared data can be found in Table 1.

For the summer of 2018, we had hoped to pro-
vide training in intentional teaching4 as part of the instruc-
tional plan for the program.  This focused teaching, spe-
cifically based on trends seen in students' state assess-
ment scores, may have provided a stronger base for teach-
ers to work from.  However, there was not sufficient time
for teachers to undergo specific training for this intentional
teaching.  Teachers involved in the planning and imple-
mentation for the 2018 program were still asked to focus
on the identified areas specific to their grade levels, but it

Table 1: Number of Scores by Grade

 K 1 2 3 4 5 (+6) Total 
2017 11 16 24 31 - 10 92 
2018 34 27 32 36 15 15 158 

3

is our belief that if the training had occurred, we would
have seen even greater success.  It is an area which the
department in this diverse suburban school district will
continue to explore.

Results and Discussion

Overall, the summer school program demonstrated
significant success.  In 2017, the summer program saw a
majority of students improve, as can be seen in Figure 2.
The largest percentage of students whose scores in-
creased or remained the same was found in the class of
mixed fifth and sixth grade students, in which 100 percent
of students improved or remained the same from the spring

3  In 2017 some students who had already completed the sixth grade included in the fifth grade class.  There were not, however, any students who were identified
as SIFE that year.  In contrast, in 2018 while there were no sixth grade students included, all of the students in the fifth grade class were identified as SIFE (Students
with Interrupted/Inconsistent Formal Education).  Of these 14 students, 10 improved and 4 declined in their reading levels.  Two of the four who declined in reading
levels were very new entrants to the country.
4  For additional information regarding "intentional teaching," please reference Shideler, A. (Fall, 2016)  'A case study of data use, project-based learning, and language
development for ELLs. Journal for Leadership and Instruction pp.22-27.

Figure 2: Summary of Student Scores, 2017
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to the fall.  Students in this group had the most to gain
because they began at a point of very low literacy in any
language and had interrupted formal education.  Class
size for this group was relatively small and for 2017 and
2018, the district noted greater advancement for this age
group than in previous years.   This may have been due in
part to changing the location of the classroom to another
part of the building, perhaps giving the older students a
sense of greater autonomy.  Also, for 2017 and 2018, the
5th and 6th grade students' regular teacher during the
school year worked with them again during the summer.
Both the students and the teacher began the summer pro-
gram already comfortable and knowing what to expect from
each other.

The other classes also demonstrated notable
results in 2017, with the scores of 94 percent of first grade
students, 88 percent of second grade students, and 87
percent of first grade students improving or remaining
the same.  The 2017 kindergarten class that year was the
exception to the overall trend, both that year and in the
overall two-year study, in that a majority of student's scores
actually decreased, and only 36 percent of students'
scores increased or remained the same.  Many of these

students, however, had been enrolled in bilingual class-
rooms during their kindergarten year and in the first grade
some were placed in monolingual English classrooms with
monolingual teachers who did not have training in TESOL,
and we believe this might have played a role in the decrease
in students' scores.

The 2018 student group also demonstrated con-
siderable success, with over half the students in every class
showing scores which improved or remained the same,
as can be seen in Figure 3. The scores from 74 percent of
kindergarteners, 67 percent of first graders, 85 percent of
second graders, 81 percent of third graders, 53 percent of
fourth graders, and 71 percent of fifth graders increased or
remained the same.  It is especially exciting to note that so
many of the fifth grade students showed positive results,
as all of these students were identified as SIFE students,
and therefore had additional barriers to overcome in their
pursuit of academic success.

Though both years showed excellent results, there
were fewer positive scores in 2018, when 75 percent of all
students had scores which increased or remained the
same, compared to 2017 when 84 percent of students'

Figure 3: Summary of Student Scores, 2018
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scores increased or remained the same.  There are a few
possible explanations for this decrease in positive re-
sults.  Because of the overall increase in students in the
program, class sizes were larger in 2018 than they were
in 2017 and this may have affected on the amount of di-
rect individual support received.  Though no research was
found to specifically document the effect that the length of
programming can have on student progress in summer
programs, we also believe that since the 2018 program
was shorter than the 2017 program, this may account for
some of the difference.  However, almost three quarters
of students for whom we have data had scores which
improved or remained the same, making the results simi-
larly impressive.  This is a group of students who will
have started the school year on more solid footing be-
cause they had access to a quality summer learning pro-
gram and for whom the academic learning gap continued
to narrow as students' progress continued.

Conclusion

Previous research suggests that the implemen-
tation of a summer program for students likely to experi-
ence an academic gap will have a positive effect and
help reduce or overcome this potential obstacle.  Practi-
cal experience and existing research would indicate that
English Learners are at particular risk for having the
achievement gap increase annually.  Furthermore, prior
research indicates that students at the elementary school
level have the greatest opportunity to bridge this gap and
reduce or even eliminate the achievement gap through
participation in summer learning programs.  Our experi-
ence with the ELLs of this diverse suburban school dis-
trict fully supports this research.  The majority of elemen-
tary students who attended regularly maintained aca-
demic success over the extended summer recess pe-
riod, and many increased their reading levels.  Improve-
ments can and should be made to the program outlined
in this study, but our results clearly show that summer
programs specifically developed for ELLs can effectively
reduce the achievement/opportunity gap.
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