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INTRODUCTION

On April 19, 2016, the Committee on Youth Services, chaired by Council Member Mathieu Eugene, will hold a hearing entitled, “Oversight: Summer Programs for Elementary and Middle School Students.”  Those invited to testify include representatives from the Department of Youth and Community Development (DYCD), advocates, and service providers.

BACKGROUND
For many students in both elementary and middle school, the three month summer break promises fun, freedom, and relaxation. However, mounting research has all but concluded that this long break from the regular school year also leads to a loss of academic retention referred to as summer slide. 
 Also known as summer learning loss, most children, regardless of socioeconomic status, lose up-to one month of ‘grade-level equivalent skills relative to national norms.’
 However, students from low income families experienced greater loss during those summer months creating an approximate three month learning gap in achievement between lower-income and middle class students.
 
 
This may be attributed to the fact that parents of middle to high income students consciously and unconsciously pursued the elementary school curriculum at home during the summer months.
 For example, because those parents generally did well in school themselves, they worked with their children on letter and number skills or reading.
 Conversely, because poor parents often struggled themselves in school and have low literacy levels, it is difficult for them to cultivate and encourage critical education skills to their children.
 Therefore, the long term cumulative effect of unequal access to summer learning was evident in the difference between high school students who went on to graduate and pursue a college degree.

Moreover, summer learning loss forces teachers to spend a significant portion of the first two months of the new school year on reviewing old material.
 For example, a 2012 survey of 500 teachers in summer learning programs in 15 cities, 66% indicated it took them 3-4 weeks to re-teach the previous year’s skills at the beginning of the new school year.
 Another 24% stated re-teaching the previous year’s skills took them 5-6 weeks.
 
Additionally, because of the regular school year curriculum, teachers cannot pilot new and innovative instructional approaches and curriculum development.
 Hence, the summer recess presents the ideal time to try new approaches to teaching because summer offers greater flexibility for both teachers and students.

WHY SUMMER PROGRAMS MATTER 

Despite persistent efforts to bridge the achievement gaps between disadvantaged and advantaged students, significant discrepancies remain.
 For example, according to a study by the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 49% of low-income fourth grade students scored at the ‘below basic’ level in reading (the lowest proficiency level) compared to 20% of higher-income level students in the same grade.
 That achievement gap extends itself to mathematics where 30% of low income students performed at the lowest performance level compared to only 9% of students from high income homes.
 Those achievement gaps are also found between White and Black children, White and Hispanic children, and native speakers and English learners.
 
Those achievement gaps correlate to the gross inequities in education where students from low income families are twice as likely to drop out of high school than students from middle to high income families.
 Moreover, it is well documented that failure to complete high school severely impedes a young person from achieving their full potential in terms of future employment, earnings, and other opportunities.
 Realizing that formal schooling is one of the best gateways to success, educators and policy makers have continued to advocate for increased learning time during the summer.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC EFFECTS ON STUDENT EDUCATION
A child is not born into a low-income or poor family by chance.
 Factors such as parental education and employment, race/ethnicity, and other factors are associated with children experiencing economic insecurity play key roles in determining a child’s future.
 Nationally, while children under the age of 18 years
 represent 23% of the population, they compromise 33% of all people living in poverty.
 When broken down by race in the United States (“U.S.”), Whites comprise the largest share of low-income children, with Black children at 20%, and Hispanic children at 35%.
 In New York City (“City”), 42% (1,720,672) of children live in low-income families.
 Broken down by race, 28% (594,038) of Whites, 57% (355,479) of Blacks, and 61% (567,479) of Hispanic children live in low-income families.

Hence, for children living in poverty, many struggled academically and eventually dropped out of school due to a lack of resources such as academic support, strong mentors, financial support, and emotional support.
 In fact, a 2012 national Urban Institute report found that children in poverty were 90% more likely to not have graduated high school by the time they were 20 years old.

Additionally, the level of parental education also influenced a child’s socio-economic status. Where parents had high levels of education, it decreased the likelihood that a child would live in a low-income or poor family. For instance, among children in middle childhood with at least one parent who had some college or additional education, 32% lived in low-income. In contrast, children whose parents had less than a high school degree, 87 % lived in low-income.
 In the City, 85% (410,219) of children whose parents did not have a high school degree lived in low-income families.
 65% (540,232) of children whose parents had a high school degree, but no college education lived in low-income families, while 27% (770,221) of children whose parents have some college or more lived in low-income families.

While the overall unemployment rates have decreased slightly over the past few years, a closer examination of minority communities reveals that many still face high unemployment rates, poverty, homelessness, and food insecurity.
 For example, less than 10% of White families had an unemployed family member, while 16.8% of African-American families and 14.5% of Latino families had a family member who was not employed.
 In the City, the unemployment rate for Whites is 4.47%, amongst Hispanics its 8.04%, and amongst Blacks its 10.90% (in 2014).
 Those statistics offer a partial explanation as to why the wealth inequalities between White families and African-American families and Latino families has continued to grow in the U.S. A 2013 report indicated that between 1983 and 2010, the difference between the average wealth of White families and that of African American and Hispanic families had doubled.
 In 1983, the average wealth of White families was $230,000 higher than that of African-American and Latino families. By 2010, that number had leaped to $500,000.
 
The wealth gap offers a partial explanation why upper-income families have greater access to opportunities than lower-income families. For example, over the last 40 years, upper-income families increased their spending on out-of-school activities by approximately $5,300 per year, while spending by lower-income families increased by only $480 per year.
 In New York State, high-income families spend about seven times more money than low-income families do on enrichment activities for their children.
 Thus, while poor parents do understand and appreciate the importance of good education skills and desire the same kinds of enriching experiences for their children available to well-off parents, they often lack the resources and means to provide them to their children.
 Therefore, the economic conditions a child is born into can have a significant impact on that child’s education.
BARRIERS TO ACCESS

The greatest barrier to summer learning was the lack of summer learning programs. Nationally, 33% of families say at least one child attended a summer program in 2013, compared to 25% in 2008.
 In the City, 46% of families reported that at least one of their children participated in a summer learning program in 2013.
 However, the availability of summer programs has been unable to keep up with the demand with 51% of families in the City reporting they would like to enroll their children in summer programs.
 That demand is particularly high in minority communities where more than 3 in 4 African-American kids and 7-10 Latino kids would likely enroll in a summer learning program, based on parental interest.
 In the City, 72% of parents reported they would like their child to participate in a summer learning program and 85% supported public funds to be directed towards summer learning programs.

The lack of summer learning programs can also be traced to funding cuts by local governments. For example, for Fiscal Year 2016, Mayor Bill De Blasio’s Administration (Administration) included $27.7 million to fund the Department of Education’s (DOE) School’s Out New York City (SONYC).
 However, in order to increase its investment in renewal schools to $150 million, the Administration transferred the $27.7 million provided for SONYC back to DOE, resulting in the loss of 34,000 slots to the DYCD’s SONYC program.
 It was only due to public outcry that the Administration returned the $27 million back to DYCD for use during Fiscal year 2016.


Another barrier that students experience in trying to access summer learning programs is cost. Nationally, families who had to pay for a child’s summer learning program spent on average $288 per week.
 In the City, the average cost was $572 per week.
 For low to middle-income families, the additional cost summer programs may be considered an unaffordable luxury. For example, families with school-aged children between the ages of 5 to 14 years spent an average of $124 per week on child care. African-American families spent approximately $112, while Latino families spent $103 per week.
 For African-American families, that amount consisted of 10% of their income, while for Latino families it amounted to 9% of their income.
 Hence, for African-American and Latino families, paying for a child or children to attend summer program is a lot more difficult where there are several children in the home.

Lack of transportation also presented a significant challenge for students, in urban and rural areas, who were not within walking distance of where the summer program was held.
 Many parents cited their children lacked a safe mode of transportation to get to get to and from the summer program. Transportation weighed heavily on a parent’s decision on whether they should enroll their child in a particular summer program.
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF SUMMER LEARNING PROGRAMS


The importance of summer programs cannot be underestimated because they have proved to be vital to any child’s educational development. For example, students who participated in Building Educated Leaders for Life’s (BELL),
 90% of whom were African-American or Latino, experienced an increase of approximately a month’s worth of reading in comparison to students who did not participate in BELL.
 More importantly, because the achievement gap happens early in elementary school, early interventions to prevent the achievement gap from becoming wider emphasize the importance of summer programs early in a student’s academic career.
 
Due to the cumulative effect of summer learning loss, it is far more difficult for a student who has fallen behind his peers to catch up because they would have to make larger than average gains to be on par with fellow students.
 Hence, providing high-quality summer learning programs promises to improve academic achievement in the areas of study, improve school-year attendance, reduce the risk of being held back a grade, better socio-emotional and behavioral outcomes such as better performance in other subject areas, and fewer disciplinary problems. Improvements have also been observed in non-academic areas such as students’ diet and level of exercise.

CONCLUSION

Today the Committee seeks to gain a better understanding of the successes and challenges of summer programs offered in the City.  The Committee hopes to examine the history of summer programs offered in the City, changes that have occurred to the summer learning programs over time, and how those programs will continue to exist.
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