Lazy Days of Summer:
A National Security Threat?

Retired Military Leaders Warn Lost Summers for
Children Can Reduce the Pool of Eligible Recruits
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Summary

Tens of thousands of California children each
summer are falling behind in reading and math
and also gaining excess weight — much to the
dismay of educators, health officials and also the
military.

During the months of summer vacation, research
indicates that children on average fall one month
behind where they left off academically in the
spring. Low-income children are less likely to
have access to a variety of summer enrichment
opportunities. This loss in learning during the
summer impacts poorer children the most,
accounting for as much as two-thirds of the total
gap in their academic achievement compared to
their more advantaged peers.

While falling behind academically during the
summer, children also put on additional weight
— equal to half the total weight gain children
acquire during the entire year.

This perilous combination of academic losses

and rapid weight gain during the summer months
has become a concern for the military. The
Department of Defense reports that three out of
four young adults cannot join the Armed Forces
primarily because they are poorly educated or are
overweight.

Providing children with effective ways to improve
their academic skills and ways to achieve or
maintain a healthy weight during the summer
months can ensure that more children are able to
lead healthier, more productive lives, and succeed
at whatever career path they choose.

The Department of Defense
reports that three out of four
young adults cannot join the
Armed Forces primarily because
they are poorly educated or are
overweight.
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Lazy Days of Summer:
A National Security Threat?

An outdated perspective on summer

Too many Americans have an outdated sense of what is
happening with children during the summer months. The
iconic ideal of Tom Sawyer running through the schoolhouse
door and heading for a summer of outdoor freedom is no
longer the norm for many American children.

Enrichment for some

In reality, some — often more advantaged — children do

have enriching summers. They join a summer swim league,
pick up drama skills, immerse themselves in books, visit
museums, travel and make new friends. These activities help
to improve their reading and
vocabulary skills, keep them
fit and broaden their horizons.
Others might even review a
few math problems to keep
their math skills sharp.

Stagnation or worse
for others

But for many disadvantaged
children, and many other
kids as well, summer finds
them inside, on the couch, honing their video-game skills,
watching reruns of children’s TV shows, and snacking too
frequently on chips, soda or other junk food. The Kaiser
Family Foundation has found that “8- to 18-year-olds spend
more time with media than in any other activity besides
(maybe) sleeping - an average of more than seven and a half
hours a day, seven days a week.”" Without the interruption
of school, the figure is likely higher for the summer months
than the rest of the year.?

Year after year, this lack of enrichment and exercise during
the summer, combined with excessive snacking, leads

to academic losses and dangerous weight gain for many
children, putting both their education and health at risk.

A national security issue

Academic losses and weight gain are concerns for our
military because:

e The military needs high school graduates:
In California, 24 percent of young people do not
graduate on time from high school,
and it is rare in today’s military for a
recruit to be allowed in without a high
school degree.?

e Prospective enlistees have to pass an entrance exam:
Of California graduates attempting to
join the military, another 24 percent
cannot join because they do not score
well enough on the military's test of
math and literacy skills.*

e Prospective enlistees cannot be too heavy:
Nationally, one in four young adults has too
much excess body fat to be allowed in the
military.> The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention — using wider criteria than the military
— has found that 42 percent of California adults
18- to 24-years-old are overweight
or obese.® The young adults in
California would have to collectively
lose weight equal to more than 400

Abrams tanks in order to reach a
healthy weight.”

The available data for California on weight, education and
other disqualifiers indicate that the proportion of the state’s
young adults who are not able to join the military is similar
to the national rate — three out of four.?
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The young adults in California would have to collectively lose

weight equal to more than 400 Abrams tanks in order to reach a

healthy weight.

Summer is more than half of the problem

There is still much we do not know about what happens to
children during the summer or what will work to help them
succeed and stay fit. Joseph Mahoney, professor of education
at the University of California, Irvine, explains that summer
simply has not received the research attention it deserves:

“While nearly one quarter of youth development occurs during
the summer, it appears that fewer than 1 in 10,000 published
studies on adolescence were concerned with summer in the last
half century.”® However, the research on summer is clear on one
point: Summer is when too many American children fall behind

academically and add on excessive weight.

Summer learning loss
The cumulative loss in academic skills is alarming:

e According to a review of the research literature by the
RAND Corporation, “By the end of summer, [instead
of continuing to make months of progress], students
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perform, on average, one month behind where they left
off in the spring.... While all students lose some ground
in mathematics over the summer, low-income students
lose more ground in reading, while their higher-income
peers may even gain.”'?

Karl Alexander, professor of sociology at Johns Hopkins
University, studied almost 800 Baltimore children from
first grade well into adulthood. He concluded, “About
two-thirds of the ninth-grade academic achievement

gap between disadvantaged youngsters and their more
advantaged peers can be explained by what happens over
the summer during the elementary school years.”" This is
crucial because California data show that while 77 percent
of more economically advantaged fourth-grade students
achieved at or above the basic level of reading proficiency,
only 42 percent of poor students (those eligible for free or
reduced-priced meals) achieved this very modest level of
reading achievement, and only 12 percent of low-income
students were rated as “proficient.”'?

Alexander also discovered that “summer learning loss
accounts for about two-thirds of the difference in the
likelihood of pursuing a college preparatory path in high
school.”"?

Summer weight gain

Year after year, while most children are losing ground on
academic skills during the summer months, many are also
rapidly gaining body fat:

Ohio State University statistician Paul von Hippel and his
colleagues analyzed survey data on over 5,000 children
in more than 300 schools. They discovered that “children
gain weight three times faster during the summer
months as they do during the entire school year.” At that
faster rate, children gain almost half of the total weight
they gain all year during just the summer months."™

While some advantaged kids move up
academically each summer, too many
disadvantaged kids slide backwards.
Children are also gaining excess weight
during the summer months.
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e Summer weight gain was even greater for African
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California's Ninth Graders

Percent With Poor
Aerobic Capacity*

*2010 Fitnessgram data analyzed by the
California Department of Education. over-

i data is based on additional
analysis by the California Center for
Public Health Advocacy.

American and Hispanic children.'

e The biggest weight gains were among children who were
already overweight before the study began. Summer
further increased their risk of becoming obese.®

More proof that summer is a time for excessive weight
gain was unexpectedly provided by a nine-month school-
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Summer weight gain

A successful 9-month school year program to
help overweight middle school children lose
weight saw the weight reappear over the the

three-month summer break

N/

37%

36%

35%

34% } ; ‘

Start of School End of School  Start of School
Year 1 Year 1 Year 2

Source: Carrel et al, 2007

Percent Who Are
Overweight or Obese*

(The California Center for Public Health Advocacy)

l:l No Data

[ ]15%-19%

[ ] 20% -24%
[ 25% -29%
[ 30% - 34%
I 35% - 39%
B 40% - 44%
B 45% - 49%
I 50°% and higher

year intervention of enhanced physical education. Among
overweight middle school students, the intervention
successfully reduced body fat and increased aerobic capacity
during the school year. When the researchers measured
what happened to their students during the three summer
months without the program, however, they found that

the improvements the students had achieved over nine
months were wiped out. The children’s body fat increased
by 1.3 percentage points during the summer, back to levels
similar to those recorded before the children started the
intervention.'”

Why the academic losses and weight gain?

The summer data reinforce the argument that parents and
communities matter when it comes to academic progress and
weight gain. Schools cannot fully recover the academic and
weight setbacks that too many children suffer each summer.'®

Because the area of study is so neglected, it is not yet
possible to say what the full potential is to help parents,
communities and schools to keep children from losing
ground on math or reading skills and gaining excessive
weight. But some research already points the way to
successful efforts that deserve more support.
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What is already helping to prevent
academic skill loss during the summers?

There are several ways commonly used to counter the loss
in reading and math skills during the summer months.
Voluntary summer learning programs can be offered to
help children avoid losing reading and/or math skills.
Schools have often used mandatory summer school
programs, typically to help children avoid being held back
a year in their studies. Offering children reading incentive
programs, frequently with free books, is another approach.
Finally, some schools are experimenting with different
ways of breaking up the traditional school year and/or
offering more class time."®

Voluntary summer learning programs

Unlike summer school programs, which tend to be
solely academic and generally remedial (often providing
opportunities for “credit recovery”), voluntary summer
learning programs blend academic instruction with other
activities, including enrichment, physical activities,
community service and field trips. One voluntary summer
learning program, Building Educated Leaders for Life
(BELL), demonstrated in a randomized controlled group
study that it could provide children served with about a
month’s worth of additional reading skills compared to
the children not attending BELL.?* The cumulative impact
of an additional month of skills every year could help
reduce the growing achievement gap suffered by many
disadvantaged children.

Mandatory summer school programs

As discussed above, many schools offer remedial academic
summer school programs to help children catch up with
their peers. Schools should be strongly incentivized to offer
summer programs because they provide the opportunity to
avoid a more costly full year of remedial education.

From 1997 to 1999, over 30,000 third graders who did not
meet Chicago Public Schools’ promotion standard attended
the city’s mandatory summer school program. Over
21,000 sixth graders also attended. Classes were small with
handpicked teachers and a highly structured curriculum.
Researchers looked at students who attended the program
and similar children who did not. They found that “for
third grade students, summer school increases reading and
math achievement two years later by roughly 12 percent

of the average annual learning gain [or roughly one month
of gain]. For sixth graders, the effects are roughly half as
large.”?! Two other well-designed studies confirmed that
mandatory summer school programs can be effective.??

Obviously, one dose of summer school will not completely
turn around a struggling student’s academic career. But the
data show that summer school can deliver results that last at
least two years instead of the routine and cumulative losses
each summer that so many students experience.

Parent involvement helps

A meta-analysis of all summer programs looking into how
they succeeded found that the “programs that included a
parental involvement component were associated with more
positive achievement effects than those that did not.”?* An
analysis of those findings published by RAND speculated
that gaining buy-in by parents helped increase enrollment
and/or regular attendance and that including parents in
programs increased learning opportunities in the home.?

Increasing reading at home during the summer

Another approach attempts to prevent reading-skill loss
among children in high-poverty schools by providing them
with free books. One study followed such children for three
years. At the end of each school year, participating kids were
allowed to select 12 books at a book fair that they could take
home with them on the last day of school.
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Compared to children in the control group who were
randomly assigned to not receive free books, participating
kids improved their reading scores on par with the average
improvement for attending summer school. The average
reading achievement gains for all the students three years
later were equivalent to improving more than a third of a
grade level.” At a cost of about $40 a year per child, this
intervention could be done in addition to other enrichment
efforts for children attending high-poverty schools.?®

Adapting parent coaching on reading for use in
the summer

Two studies showed even stronger results by giving parents
a few hours of coaching on how to teach their first-grade
children specific skills linked to reading success. Two
randomized controlled group studies of these programs got
roughly ten times the impact of simply giving children free
books.?” Parent coaching on reading holds great promise for
summer learning if it can be routinely adapted for use during
those “lost” summer months.

Some schools are expanding learning time into
summer

The RAND analysis of summer programs pointed out one
possible reason American children do not do as well as
children in other developed countries:

“Students in the United States receive fewer hours
of instruction — 799 per year [on average in the
U.S.], compared with 861 in Finland, 911 in the
Netherlands, 928 in Japan, and 1,079 in Korea.
Furthermore, the American school calendar
is notable for its long, formal summer break,
especially when compared to school calendars in
other countries. [bolding added]”*®

e

America’s longer summer break and shorter school
days result in less time for instruction

Average Hours of Instruction for Students

799

9
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Source: McCombs, 2011

America’s school hours and calendar were developed in
an era when many children needed to do farm chores after
school and help with planting and harvesting efforts during
the summer. But such a calendar is not optimal for today’s
world of international competition.

Some schools are experimenting with adding more days

to the year or spreading out their vacation times across the
year to avoid the three months of losses on academic skills.
Some charters, such as KIPP schools, are helping to close the
achievement gap between advantaged and disadvantaged
students.?’ The schools are doing many things differently,
including adding more hours during the regular school day,
so it is not yet possible to determine the effectiveness alone
of breaking up the long summer vacation and adding exra
weeks of school. But the hours can add up. The Washington
Post reported that at KIPP:

A regular school day is from 7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.,
plus extra weeks in the summer. Some schools even
offer Saturday programs. That’s up to 600 more hours
a year in school than children who attend traditional
public middle schools.*

A combination might work best

One way to possibly get even stronger results is to combine
changing the school year with a parent coaching effort. Students
would continue making progress during the summer months
and parent coaching could help young children achieve a surge
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in reading skills. The only way to know for sure whether this
combination would produce more than the individual efforts on
their own is to set up a careful study to measure the outcomes.

What else works to prevent academic losses

The RAND review of what works to stem summer skill
loss looked at the successful efforts and analyzed what
components they often had in common. The researchers
concluded that, beyond enlisting parents in their efforts,
successful programs often:

e Cap class size at 20 students;

Individualize instruction and use small learning
groups;

e Employ high-quality teachers;

e Align summer with the regular school-year
curriculum;

e Expand curriculum beyond remediation to
attract kids and provide opportunities not found
during the regular school year;

e Simply provide more time for learning; and

e  Get children to show up initially and keep
attending regularly (an especially crucial
component).?!

The researchers also suggested that quality evaluations will
be needed to further discover exactly which approaches
work and how they do so.

What works to prevent weight gain?

Definitive research is lacking on why young children gain
almost as much weight in the summer as they do during

the entire rest of the year.3? Logically, it is either due to less
exercise, the consumption of more calories, or both. During
summer, many young people may be more sedentary without
regular physical education or recess activities offered by
schools, making them less likely to meet the Centers for
Disease Control recommendation of 60 minutes of moderate
to vigorous physical activity per day to prevent obesity and
other health problems. They may also have access to more
unhealthy snacks and meals than during the regular school
year. It is a rare school that allows children to eat potato chips
and drink sodas during class time, but not all parents prevent
such snacking behavior while children are watching TV.

Summer sports and activities

Professor Joseph Mahoney from the University of California
at Irvine looked at data on 1,766 adolescents ages 10-18.

[t showed that among adolescents who participated in
summer activities — primarily sports — as their main form

of care during the summer, 19 percent were overweight or
obese, compared to 44 percent of adolescents who were not
participating in organized activities and were at home with
their parents.** This data cannot show which came first — for
example, adolescents who are already unfit may decide not
to participate in sports and instead stay home. But it certainly
raises concerns that going without summer activities,
particularly sports, and staying home with their parents may
be leading many children to become overweight during the
summer. Helping kids to become more involved in activities
and supporting parents' efforts to emphasize more healthy
food and exercise during the summer months should help.

Boys & Girls Clubs

There is encouraging research from the Boys & Girls Clubs
that indicates change is possible. The Boys & Girls Clubs
offer year-round out-of-school programs, not just summer
programs. One of their new efforts, Triple Play, shows real
promise. Aimed at increasing physical activity, reducing
weight gain and building healthier social skills when children
are not in school, Triple Play infuses physical activity, healthy
nutrition and positive peer influences into all of the club’s
environments, instead of doing stand-alone programs to
address each of those issues individually.

Youth in the Boys & Girls Clubs Triple Play program
were less likely to be sendentary than youth in
clubs without Triple Play
Sedentary

(Exercising less than 30 minutes four or
more days per week)

Youth not in
Triple Play

Triple Play
Youth

Source: Gambone, 2009
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In a randomized-by-club test, 20 clubs that were assigned to
adopt the new approach were compared to 10 clubs assigned
to continue operating as usual. Almost two years later:

¢ Half of the children with unhealthy eating habits in
clubs using the new approach had improved their eating
habits compared to less than one-quarter of unhealthy-
eaters in the usual clubs; and

¢ Almost half of the children in the control group were
still sedentary when the study ended while just one-third
of children in the new approach were sedentary.*

While the Triple Play approach is a year-round program, and
not just a summer program, it demonstrates that giving kids
more opportunities to stay active, make friends and learn to
eat healthier food works. Boys & Girls Clubs serve 4 million
children through almost 4,000 clubs, including over 1,000
programs in schools.?> Hopefully the lessons of Triple Play
can be widely incorporated into more of their programs and
also be used to inform other summer programs.

As the research above suggests, incorporating physical activity
and healthy eating into summer learning programs can help
curb obesity while also reducing summer learning loss.

School districts, states, communities and
parents need help

Many teachers work very hard to help their students stay

on track academically during the school year. Similarly,
important changes are on the way to ensure that children
have access to healthier school meals and healthier snacks
and beverages in vending machines and other venues at
school. But if all of these efforts can be largely undone by
the months of summer, we will not succeed in helping young
people become better educated and more fit. We simply
cannot afford to continue to ignore the summer months.

e Aok

A 2009 survey of California parents showed that “nearly

6 in 10 parents in California (59 percent) either did not
enroll their child in a summer program at all or did so for
less than half the summer.... [and that] Among parents

who did not enroll their child in a summer program in 2009,
nearly half (46 percent) say there was a program they were
interested in, but that they couldn't afford it this year because
of changing finances.?

e

Funding to help families and schools is scarce and
competition is always fierce. Schools can use federal Title |
and 21 Century Community Learning Centers funding to
support summer school and summer learning programs. They
can also draw on other federal funds, such as the Child Care
and Development Block Grant. In addition, they can attract
more kids by providing meals and snacks through the federal
school lunch and summer food programs. State and local
funding can be crucial as well.

Not surprisingly, however, summer programs are being
devastated by cutbacks in state funding. In California, summer
school funding was reduced sharply because of both budget
cuts and the enactment of a state law in 2009 that allowed
districts to redirect summer school funds for other purposes
during the school year. Between 2008 and 2011, 25 of the
state’s 30 largest school districts reported reductions, in many
cases substantial, in the number of students participating in
summer school.*” For example, in the Los Angeles Unified
School District, summer school funding has been cut since
2009 from $42 million to just $1 million, making 2012 its
smallest summer school program ever.3®

The decline in summer school programs is the primary cause
of an alarming decline in access to free or reduced price
summer meals which are a source of nutritious meals for poor

Summer programs severely underfunded
In Spring 2012, nine out of ten applications to the California
Department of Education for federal supplemental funding that
can be used for summer programs were denied

Applications

112
approved

Source: California Department of Education, 2012
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Los Angeles Unified School District
spending on summer school

$42

million

$1
million
I

2012

Source: Jones, 2012; National Public Radio, 2011

|
2009

children and can also help encourage them to attend summer
enrichment programs. Between July 2009 and July 2010, the
number of school sites serving summer meals fell by more

than half in California. By the 2010-11 school year, fewer than
one out of six students participating in the federally subsidized
school meals program during the school year continued to have
access to free or reduced-price meals during the summer.*

California’s extensive infrastructure of after-school programs,
including over 4,000 state- and federally funded programs,
can help fill some of the demand for summer learning
opportunities, but there is limited “supplemental” funding,
beyond regular after-school grants, that is available to help

]//

those programs operate year-round. Fewer than 3 out of
every 10 state- and federally funded after-school programs
receive supplemental grant funding that can be used to
support summer programs.** While officials operating many
of the remaining programs are interested in expanding into
summer, they cannot do so due to insufficient resources. In
Spring 2012, when the California Department of Education
announced federally funded grant awards for after-school
and summer programs, it had to turn away 9 out of every 10
schools seeking supplemental funding — over 900 schools.*'

Conclusion

The most crucial part of solving any problem is to identify
where the problem lies. While schools are critical to efforts
to improve academic outcomes and lower obesity rates,
the data from the summer months demonstrates that how
children spend their summers is also a central part of how
well children will do.

Effective summer school and summer learning programs are
part of the solution, but so is helping parents and others to

\|
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do a better job of supporting children in becoming better
educated and more fit.

The military is not alone in needing fit and well-educated
young people. Funding sophisticated military hardware is not
sufficient to protect our national security. If we do not succeed
at improving outcomes for children during the summer months,
our country risks not having enough fit and educated young
people for careers in the military, local law enforcement, the
business sector or for careers in many other fields.

We call on local, state and federal policymakers to support:

e Increased federal funding, such as an expansion of the
21st Century Community Learning Centers program, to
sufficiently address the unmet need for after-school and
summer enrichment programs, especially for at-risk kids;

e Increased incentives and resources to expand after-
school programs into year-round programs with robust
summer components;

e Partnerships between the public and private sector to
publicize the urgent need to increase evidence-based,
structured summer activities for children and youth,
particularly in economically-disadvantaged neighborhoods;

e Efforts to effectively enlist parents and others in the
community to help children learn and become fit; and

e More exploration of extended school years and/or splitting
up school vacations to help eliminate the annual two- to
three-month gap in the education of our children.

We need to start by recognizing that what is taking place in
the summer months is preventing too many of our children
from becoming better educated and more fit. Now, we must
find ways to bring real summer enrichment and healthier
exercising and eating habits to more of our children.

We need to do this for our children’s future and for our future
national security.
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Appendix

Summer Matters

Summer Matters is a statewide campaign led by
the Partnership for Children and Youth that is helping
expand quality summer learning programs across California. In
collaboration with the National Summer Learning Association,
ASAPconnect and State Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom
Torlakson, the campaign works to build models of high-quality
summer learning programs, increase public and policymaker
awareness about the critical need for summer learning, and
develop state and local policies that support summer learning
opportunities.

The Summer Matters campaign builds
on California’s publicly funded after-
school system and provides a variety
of support via technical assistance,
curriculum development and expanded
resources to help administrators adapt
their programs to the summer months.

Initially implemented in 2008, the
campaign has grown from 3 to 10
summer learning communities and is expected to serve over
5,500 students at 50 sites in 2012 in Fresno, Gilroy, Glenn
County (Orland and Willows), Los Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento,
San Bernardino, San Francisco, Santa Ana and Whittier.*? The
campaign is funded by The David and Lucile Packard Foundation,
with additional support from the Kaiser Permanente, S.D.
Bechtel, Jr.and Noyce Foundations.

At the program site level, the campaign incorporates a variety
of program components to keep kids safe, physically active
and engaged in high-quality learning activities. Though activities

vary greatly program to program, programs share the following
primary objectives:

e Sustaining literacy;
e Encouraging healthy, active lifestyles; and
e Focusing on civic responsibility and community service.

In Oakland, for example, students wrote their own
autobiographies, stories about food
and persuasive papers to encourage
their peers to exercise. Others took a
field trip to a salt marshland to learn
about environmental health. Some
Oakland students even created a
fitness video. Overnight camping trips
are also offered in several summer
learning communities.

The campaign is already showing
promising results. In Whittier, 92
percent of participants increased their reading fluency. In Los
Angeles, over 85 percent of students reported an interest in
staying physically active. Seventy percent of summer learning
participants in Sacramento each completed over 100 hours of
community service and 86 percent reported that, as a result of
their summer of service, they were more interested in going to
college than they were before. Summer Matters is giving more
children access to summer learning opportunities and helping
pave the way for expansion of summer learning in the years
ahead.®
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