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EDUFOCUS NUMBER 7 
SUMMER TIME..DO CHILDREN LOSE MORE THAN THEY GAIN?  
July brings laughter and anticipation for many children. The summer holiday means no school and more 
time for fun, sleep and lazy, unstructured days.  But, does it have to mean that they fall behind in their education too? 
The  two  months of   summer break are eagerly anticipated by most children, but research in the USA suggests  that  
by the time they return to school in September our children may have taken a couple of  steps backwards, forgetting 
some of  what they learned during the previous academic year.  

Unfortunately, we have no evidence for Jamaica as we have not 
yet begun to assess the full impact of  two months outside of  
the classroom, and, for many, with no engagement in anything 
academically constructive. Although summer school is an 
entrenched part of  the urban educational landscape, we have 
no data on what percentage of  our children attend summer 
classes and what is the real impact of  their participation. 

WHAT DO WE KNOW?  
Duke University Professor Harris Cooper, considered an authority in the area of  ‘summer loss’, integrated 39 studies 
examining the effects of  summer vacation on standardized achievement test scores in the USA. His analysis showed 
that children lose as much as one month of  instruction as "measured by grade level equivalents on standardized test 
scores" – their average test results are at least one 
month lower when they return to school after the 
holidays than when they left at the beginning of  
summer (Cooper 2003).  

This loss was far more pronounced for children from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds than for their 
counterparts from wealthier homes. While wealthier 
children often have stimulating options for at least a 
portion of  the summer vacation, poor children are 
frequently left unsupervised for the long summer 
holiday and are the main victims of  the summer 
learning loss. This finding is supported by research at 
Johns Hopkins University, which found that learning 
loss is cumulative throughout the primary stage.  By 

ninth grade, two-thirds of  the achievement gap in the 
USA can be attributed to summer learning loss. 

Source:National Summer Learning Association cited by Curry (2011) 
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The Johns Hopkins team also found, 
incredibly, that teachers sometimes 
spend the first four to six weeks of  
the new school year re-teaching 
topics which they covered the 
previous school year, because the 
students simply forget the material 
over the holiday (Curry 2011). 

The evidence is so overwhelming 
that school districts across the USA 
are eager to implement summer 
learning programmes that engage 
children and keep them performing 
at their pre-holiday levels.  In fact, 
the US Secretary of  Education has 
been speaking openly about the 
implications of  this data for 
education policy initiatives; should 
they extend the school year or 
support more summer interventions? 

WHAT WORKS?  
Results revealed that summer 
programs focusing on remedial, 
accelerated, or enriched learning had 

a positive impact on the knowledge 
and skills of  participants. Although 
all students benefited from summer 
school, students from middle-class 
homes showed larger positive effects 
than students from disadvantaged 
homes.  

Requiring parent involvement also 
appeared related to more effective 
programs.  

The best summer programs tend to 
have the following characteristics 
(Curry 2011):  

With no data, it is hard to have an 
informed discussion on the situation 
in Jamaica. What we do know is that 
there is a huge demand for summer 
activities; families are always seeking 
out programmes in which to involve 
their children. Nonetheless, we also 
know that every summer sees the 
unleashing of  unsupervised children; 
no reading, no enrichment, and no 

new adventure in communities 
across the island.  This happens in a 
context of  low levels of  
performance in all our major 
assessments. Perhaps we need to 
begin taking a hard look, supported 
by hard data, at what really happens 
during the lazy, lazy days of  summer.     

This year the USAID Jamaica Basic 
Education Project, in partnership 
with the Ministry of  Education, is 
introducing a new summer 
programme to combat the problem 
of  summer learning loss.  Camp 
Summer Plus is geared at 125 of  the 
lowest performing students from 
eight schools in low income 
communities in Kingston. It features 
literacy and numeracy instruction 
delivered by five of  the top 
performing teachers in Region One. 
They will be assisted by trainee 
teachers and enrichment – music, 
dancing, art, sports – facilitators. The 
selected students will receive wide 
exposure through field trips and 
motivational exchanges. The 
USAID/JBEP is geared up to use 
this as a learning experience and 
hopes that the model, if  shown 
effective by the data they will collect, 
will be used throughout Jamaica with 
much success.   

For more information on summer 
loss, visit http://jamaica.kdid.org/library. 

1. Smaller, individualized programs 
with parental involvement tend
 to be more effective. 

 
2. Small programs tend to be more 

nimble, making them more 
efficient at planning, decision-
making, and using available
 resources. 

 
3. Summer programs should wrap 

up close to the beginning of  the 
school year in order to prevent 
summer learning loss. 

 
4. Programs should be planned to 

complement the upcoming school 
year’s curriculum.  

AND FOR JAMAICA? CAMP 
SUMMER PLUS 

 
Very importantly, Cooper 

found that ‘summer loss’ was 
more pronounced for math, 
facts, and spelling than for 

other tested skill areas: 

“Substantial economic 
differences were also found 

for reading. On some 
measures, middle-class 

children showed gains in 
reading achievement over the 
summer, but disadvantaged 

children showed losses. 
Reading comprehension 
scores for both income 

groups declined, but the 
scores of  disadvantaged 
students declined more.” 
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