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Introduction

As aresult of the COVID-19 pandemic, the K-12 education system in the United States
continues to experience an unprecedented wave of school closures.In Ohio, all public,
community, and private K-12 schools closed as of March 16th, and the Governor
announced on April 20th that schools will remain closed through the rest of the
academic year. Further, state and federal legislative actions, such as Ohio House Bill
197 and waivers from the U.S. Department of Education, have removed spring 2020
testing requirements and other school accountability measures.?

Districts face the difficult task of planning curriculum and instruction for 2020-21
while still uncertain as to the amount of learning loss students suffered during the
2019-20 academic year. The extraordinary nature of the COVID-19 pandemic means
that no direct analogue exists to which districts may look for guidance. However,
districts may benefit from understanding other contexts in which students experience
considerable out-of-school time. Thus, to support districts’ academic planning and
student success, Hanover reviewed recent research that examines:

1) How summer learning loss occurs
2) How the effects differ across subject areas, grade levels, and subgroups

3) Whether summer programs/ interventions mitigate these effects and improve
student achievement.

Implications for 2020-21 Academic Planning
Looking ahead to 2020-21, Hanover’s findings suggest that districts should:

® Continue to engage students and families while schools remain closed, offering
instructional resources to support learning at home and limit any loss of
knowledge and skills.

e Recognize that susceptibility to learning loss may differ across grade levels,
subject areas, and subgroups, identifying and addressing cases where resource
gaps may limit students’ out-of-school learning opportunities.

e Plan to assess all students at the start of the next school year to gauge
achievement levels and measure learning loss, using the results to planinstruction
(e.g., how to deliver content all students missed and how to provide more intensive
supports to students who experienced more extensive erosion of knowledge and
skills).
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Methodology

To locate relevant studies, Hanover explored academic databases, including ERIC,
EBSCOhost, SAGE Journals, and ProQuest, and investigated other publicly-available
sources, such as research reports produced by education agencies, organizations, or
institutions. To focus on the most salient recent findings, we sought studies measuring
summer loss published in the past 10 years and studies examining the efficacy of
summer programs/interventions published in the past five years. For each study
included in the review, an accompanying Excel-based “Annotated Bibliography”
indicates the title, author(s), publication name/publishing organization, publication
year, and resource type. Each entry also specifies the grade level(s) and subject area(s)
examined and summarizes the research objectives and results. In this brief, Hanover
shares findings from the review, discusses how such insights may inform districts’
academic planning efforts for the 2020-21 school year amid ongoing uncertainty
surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic, describes the direction of related future
research from Hanover, and highlights other Hanover reports and resources on this
and similar topics.

Evidence of Summer Learning Loss

Recent research suggests that students typically learn at a faster rate during the
school year than during the summer.® Yet, whether students actually lose learning
during the summer—and which grade levels and subject areas seem most affected —
remains unclear, as empirical studies draw differing conclusions. A 2015 study by
Silvernail and Mazjanis of Maine students in Grades 3-8, for example, found that
summer learning loss occurred in both reading and mathematics, albeit to a lesser
extent than the authors predicted.* Although achievement generally declined less in
reading than mathematics, students typically experienced greater summer learning
loss in mathematics in lower grade levels and greater summer learning loss in reading
in higher grade levels. Meanwhile, a 2013 study by Sandberg Patton and Reschly of
reading achievement at a Title | school in rural northeast Georgia revealed that
summer learning loss did not impact students in Grades 4 and 5 despite affecting
students in Grades 2 and 3.°

Even less of a consensus exists regarding the effects of summer learning loss across
subgroups. Consider students’ socioeconomic status (SES). Silvernail and Mazjanis
observed that economically-disadvantaged students experienced greater summer
learning losses in reading and mathematics than their economically-advantaged peers
across Grades 3-8.° Two large studies published in 2010—one by Benson and Borman
and another by Ready—that used ECLS-K data to examine learning during the summer
between Kindergarten and Grade 1 concluded that literacy skills, despite continuing
to grow among high-SES students, largely stagnated among middle-SES students and
actually declined among low-SES students.” Ready emphasized that such findings did
not extend to mathematics, however, and other studies uncovered even less—or, in
some cases, no—evidence of a relationship between SES and summer learning loss.
Sandberg Patton and Reschly only detected meaningful differences in summer learning
loss by SES in Grade 2,8 while von Hippel and Hamrock declared in a 2019 study that
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summer’s contributions to test score gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged
students remain unclear.?

von Hippel’s and Hamrock’s results warrant further attention because, in using ECLS-
K and two other data sets to analyze reading and mathematics achievement from
Kindergarten through Grade 8, the authors noted the sensitivity of trends in summer
learning gaps to the measures used.!® Quinn, Cooc, Mclntyre, and Gomez arrived at a
similar set of conclusions—with respect to SES and race—ina 2016 ECLS-K-based study
of achievement in both subject areas from Kindergarten through Grade 2.1 The
authors’ estimates of summer’s impact varied based on whether a model measured
inequality in absolute or relative terms. Such factors may help explain seemingly
disparate results, such as some authors (e.g., Quinn in 2015) not detecting any
significant differences in learning rates or changes in achievement gaps between black
and white students during the summer and other authors (e.g., Benson and Borman)
finding some evidence of faster growth in summer reading achievement among black
students than their white peers.12

As indicated by the aforementioned studies, recent research on summer learning loss
focuses mostly on elementary school students, especially students in Kindergarten
through Grade 2. Accordingly, the literature offers little insight into what happens to
middle and high school students’ academic achievement during the summer. Recent
research on summer learning loss also concentrates mostly on effects in reading and
mathematics, a likely consequence of the grade levels studied. However, such an
emphasis means that, as with middle and high school students, summer’s impact on
other subject areas (e.g., science, social studies) also remains relatively unexplored.

Effective Programs/Interventions

Recent research offers encouraging, if mixed, evidence of the capacity of summer
programs/ interventions to alleviate summer learning loss in mathematics. A 2018
study by Little, Adelson, Kearney, Cash, and O'Brien found that students in
Kindergarten-Grade 2 at two northeastern districts who participated in a summer
learning program "focused on mathematics content and discourse" recorded significant
gains in mathematics achievement during the summer, whereas non-participants did
not.1¥ Meanwhile, a 2015 study by Snipes, Huang, Jaquet, and Finkelstein of rising
Grade 8 students in six Silicon Valley districts observed that participants in a 19-day
intensive summer preparatory course improved significantly more than the control
group in terms of mathematics achievement, in general, and algebra readiness, in
particular.® Notably, the control group's summer learning loss accounted for more
than one-third of the course’s estimated effect.

A 2017 study by Lynch and Kim—despite generating mixed results in terms of impact
on mathematics achievement—suggested that online programming potentially
increases mathematics engagement among certain subgroups, aninteresting finding in
the context of current school closures.’ The authors randomly assigned students in
Grades 3-9 at a large, high-poverty, urban district into three groups. The first group
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participated in an online summer mathematics program. The second group participated
in the same program and received a free laptop computer. The third group constituted
the control group. The authors determined that students who participated in the
program and received a free laptop exhibited significantly greater family/home
mathematics engagement during the summer than the control group. Moreover, the
relationship proved stronger among students who had internet access at home than
among those who did not. Program participation alone also increased family/home
mathematics engagement during the summer relative to the control group, albeit not
significantly.

Recent evidence of the positive effects of summer programs/interventions on
summer learning loss in reading seems more muted. A 2015 study by Zvoch and
Stevens investigated the impact of participating in a five-week supplemental summer
literacy program on three cohorts of rising Grade 2 students identified as struggling
readers.’® The study leveraged literacy data collected during Grade 1 and Grade 2, as
well as during the intervening summer. When in school—including during the summer—
students’ oral reading fluency improved. In fact, oral reading fluency improved most
rapidly during the intensive summer school intervention. In contrast, students' oral
reading fluency stagnated or decreased during periods of out-of-school time. Kraft and
Montinussbaum, in a 2017 study of 183 families from two elementary charter schools
in Rhode Island, explored the efficacy of using text messages to support reading at
home during the summer—a relevant setting amid current school closures.? The
authors randomly assigned 118 families to a treatment group which received two text
messages per week throughout the summer. The text messages discussed “specific
literacy and enrichment activities” for parents and children, "emphasized the
importance of reading and the role of parents in encouraging reading at home," and
included "information on resources and ideas for summer learning activities.” While
the authors noted positive effectsonreading comprehension among students in Grades
3 and 4 whose parents received the text messages, such effects were not evident for
Grades 1 and 2.

Lastly, a 2016 study by Zeng, Benner, and Silva of a five-week intensive summer
literacy program, despite not detecting any significant effects on literacy achievement,
appears interesting due to the authors’ findings with respect to social-emotional
outcomes, a key area of concern throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.’® The study
divided 922 rising Grade 4 students at a northwestern urban district into treatment and
control groups. All students had scored below proficient on the state literacy
assessment, and nearly all had displayed characteristics consistent with at-risk status
for emotional and behavioral disorders. The treatment and control groups received the
same five-week intensive literacy instruction. The treatment group also engaged in
enrichment activities intended to foster social-emotional learning. Although post-
intervention differences in literacy achievement did not prove significant, the
treatment group’s social-emotional behavior improved significantly, whereas the
control group “regressed.” The treatment group also exhibited significant
improvement relative to the control group with respect to emotional symptoms and
peer relationships.
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Future Research

In this research summary, Hanover sought relevant insights from the summer learning
loss literature to inform districts’ efforts to address the loss of instructional time due
to COVID-19-related school closures. In future publications, we will continue to apply
relevant lessons from similar contexts to assist districts in supporting students,
families, and staff not only while schools remain closed, but also as buildings reopen
and the 2020-21 school year begins. Specifically, we next will focus on how trauma
contributes to learning loss and how districts can mitigate such detrimental effects.

Related Hanover Resources

Supporting Summer Learning

o Effective Program Designh for Elementary Summer Learning Programs
e Extended Learning Supports for Secondary Students

Teaching and Learning During COVID-19 School Closures

Info-Brief: Self-Regulation for Online Learning

Info-Brief: Personalized Learning Online

Parent’s Guide to Helping Your Child Succeed in Reading and Writing at Home
Planning and Delivering Online Instruction During COVID-19 School Closures
Resources on Online Learning
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