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Executive Summary 
Summer can be a costly time for low-income families. According to Jennifer Peck, Executive Director 
of the Partnership for Children & Youth, “While middle-income children retain knowledge or, in many 
cases, make gains over the summer, low-income children fall behind.”1  Summer learning programs 
are a cost effective way to prevent summer learning loss and close the opportunity gap. In order to 
better understand the cost of such investments, Summer Matters conducted a small survey of partner 
organizations offering high quality summer learning opportunities in California. 

Key Findings:

•	 Summer learning programs surveyed cost between $2.23 and $7.14 per pupil, per hour. At eight 
hours per day, each student served by these programs cost an average of $37.15 per day or 
$185.77 per week, at five days per week. 

•	 The largest portion of the budget (up to 70%) among all summer learning programs surveyed was 
program staff. 

•	 Most programs surveyed relied on a mix of public funding (such as ASES Supplemental, 21st CCLC, 
and LCFF) and private funding from foundation grants. 

According to the Afterschool Alliance, parents in California reported paying an average of $307 per week 
for summer learning programs, which is out of reach for many families.2  “Our students from low-income 
families start school from behind and they never catch up,” said Ron Carruth, superintendent of the 
Whittier City School District. “Unless we have engaging opportunities for students in the summer, we’re 
never going to help them close the gap.”3

  1 California School Boards Association. (2015). Summer Learning: As Easy as 1, 2, 3. Retrieved from https://www.csba.org/GovernanceAndPolicyRe  
  sources/StudentAchievement/~/media/CSBA/Files/GovernanceResources/EducationIssues/StudentAchievement/012016Summer  
  LearningBooklet.ashx
  2  Afterschool Alliance. (2015). More Students in California and Nationally Are Attending Summer Learning Programs, But Unmet Demand Is High   
  [Press Release]. Retrieved from http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/press_archives/AA3PM-2015/CA-Summer-NR.pdf
  3  Ray, Barbara and Sarah Jackson. (2015). Taking Summer Seriously: How the Summer Matters campaign is changing the course of “Expanded   
  Learning” in California. Retrieved from https://www.packard.org/what-we-fund/stories-of-progress/taking-summer-seriously/
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Summer Learning Loss Facts
•	 Children from low income families lose more than two months of reading achievement every 

summer.4 

•	 Summer learning loss explains two-thirds of the ninth grade achievement 
gap.5

•	 By fifth grade, low income children without summer learning opportunities 
are already two to three years behind their peers.6

•	 Without high quality summer learning opportunities, children can gain 
unhealthy weight from too much time indoors and poor nutrition.7

High Quality Summer Learning Programs
Summer learning programs are more than traditional summer school. “We’re trying to create an 
opportunity that falls in between the boring remediation model of traditional summer school and the 
fun of a summer camp,” explains Katie Brackenridge, Vice President of Programs at the Partnership for 
Children & Youth. “It’s that sweet spot—called summer learning—where they’re having a great time and 
they’re also intentionally learning something through those activities.”8

The After School Program Coordinator for Glenn County Office of Education, Philip James said, “Prior to 
2012, programs were typically identified as summer school. They were primarily for remediation and 
consisted mostly of practice drills and direct instruction. Typically they were seen as a punishment. We 
wanted to find a way to motivate, engage, and reach more students.”9 Summer school used to be “more 
like tutoring,” said Becky Schultz, Whittier’s Director of Expanded Learning. “And it really didn’t work, 
sitting there all day long in a math class. It’s really changed now, and I hope we never go back.”10

  4 Cooper, Harris, Barbara Nye, Kelly Charlton, James Lindsay, Scott Greathouse. (1996). The effects of summer vacation on achievement test scores:   
  A narrative and meta-analytic review, Review of Educational Research, Fall 1996; 66, 3; ProQuest, pg. 227.-268.
  5 Alexander, Karl L., Doris R. Entwisle, and Linda Steffel Olson. (2007). Lasting Consequences of the Summer Learning Gap, American Sociological   
  Review 72(2):167-180. Retrieved from http://www.ewa.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/summer_learning_gap-2.pdf
  6 Ibid.
  7 National Summer Learning Association. (n.d.). Summertime and Weight Gain. Retrieved from http://summerlearning.org/wp-content/upl  
  oads/2016/06/SummertimeAndWeightGain.pdf
  8  Ray et al.
  9  Arrigoni, Barbara. (2015). Glenn County combines camp, learning at two schools. Chico Enterprise-Record. Retrieved from http://www.chicoer.  
  com/article/NA/20150605/NEWS/150609867
  10  Ray et al.

“Unless we have engaging opportunities for 
students in the summer, we’re never going 
to help them close the gap.”

Ron Carruth, Superintendent, Whittier City School District. 
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Six Signs of a Great Summer Learning 
Program
Some readers may ask how Summer Matters defines program quality. Six 
key elements of an effective summer learning program, and what they 
mean in practice, are the following: 

1. Broadens youth horizons by exposing them to new adventures, skills, 
and ideas such as a nature walk, new computer program, museum visit, 
or live performance.

2. Includes a wide variety of activities such as reading, writing, math, 
science, arts and public service projects – in ways that are fun and 
engaging.

3. Helps youth build mastery by improving at doing something they 
enjoy and care about, such as creating a neighborhood garden, writing 
a healthy snacks cookbook, or operating a robot.

4. Fosters cooperative learning by working with their friends on team 
projects and group activities such as a neighborhood clean-up, group 
presentation or canned food drive.

5. Promotes healthy habits by providing nutritious food, physical 
recreation, and outdoor activities

6. Lasts at least one month giving youth enough time to benefit from 
their summer learning experiences.

Current Research
In 2009, the Wallace Foundation published a then groundbreaking report, 

“The Cost of Quality,”11 detailing the costs of strong afterschool and summer 
programs. After a detailed examination of 111 high-quality afterschool and 
summer programs, they determined several key findings:

•	 The cost variables stem from program factors such as program hours, youth-staff ratios, age 
groups served, and types of facilities. 

•	 Per-child costs in larger programs are not necessarily less expensive than those in smaller 
programs.

•	 In 2015 dollars, the daily per-slot cost of high quality afterschool programming for elementary and 
middle-school children ranged from $14 to $31.

•	 Expanding after school or summer program size to include more children can produce economies 
of scale, but only up to a point. Past a certain threshold, high quality programs hire more staff 
members, which increases costs.

•	 Although most costs in high-quality after school and summer programs are covered through 
out-of-pocket expenditures, in-kind contributions are an important source of funding for many 
programs. For example, many school districts that partner with community based organizations 
do not charge their partners for use of otherwise empty school facilities during the summer. 

The “Cost of Quality” has been a valuable resource for estimating the cost of after school and summer 
programs. Summer Matters seeks to expand on these findings as they relate to summer learning 
programs in California. 

  11 Grossman, Jean Baldwin, Christianne Lind, et al. (2009). The Cost of Quality of Out-of-School Time Programs. Retrieved from http://www.wallace  
  foundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/The-Cost-of-Quality-of-Out-of-School-Time-Programs.pdf
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Methodology
The survey conducted by Summer Matters provides only limited 
confirmation of the findings of more robust academic studies, such as the 

“Cost of Quality.” The Summer Matters survey relies on a relatively small 
sample size of only ten programs. “We were not seeking to replicate the 
Wallace Foundation study,” said Brackenridge “Rather, we hoped we might 
be able to see how their findings applied to programs we already know a 
lot about. Each of the organizations we surveyed are our partners, and we 
know first-hand that they offer high quality programs.” 

Summer Matters surveyed ten organizations operating programs during 
the summer of 2015 in six counties: San Francisco, Alameda, Los Angeles, 
Santa Clara, Santa Barbara, and Glenn. 

The survey included questions about:

•	 program design 

•	 number of days

•	 hours of operation

•	 number of sites

•	 number of students served

•	 funding sources

•	 program budgets (including direct spending and in-kind contributions, in five categories: staff, 
administration, transportation, facilities, and other)

Not all respondents were able to provide the same data points and each program organizes their 
budget differently, making it difficult to align categories of spending or distinguish between costs 
associated only with summer and those related to services provided during the school year. 

Survey Participants: 
- Aim High 
- Collective Impact 
- East Bay Asian Youth Center 
- Gilroy Unified School District 
- Glenn County Office of Education 
- LA’s BEST  
- Oakland Unified School District  
- United Way of Santa Barbara County  
- Whittier City School District 
- YMCA of Silicon Valley

*Edventure More also participated in the survey, but featured a program 
design that differed significantly from other respondents and was later 
excluded from the summary data.
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Key Findings
The results of the survey indicate that operating summer programs in California may be more costly 
than national averages, and that within the small sample size, some economies of scale were achieved. 
Otherwise, findings were in keeping with the Wallace Foundation study. 

The average cost per student was $37.15 per day or $185.77 per week

Programs we surveyed cost an average of $185.77 per week to operate eight hours per day for five days 
per week. This is higher than the national average, but significantly lower than the average amount 
parents in California report paying in fees. 

The range of costs (per pupil, per hour) was $2.23 - $7.14 

After adjusting for variations such as costly fundraising strategies or year round programming, the 
hourly cost per child was between $2.23-7.14. The most significant driver of cost was the number of 
students served. 

The largest cost was staff

Program staff wages were reported as the largest portion of spending among all programs surveyed. 
With increases in the cost of living over time, stagnant public funding may represent a significant 
challenge in the future.12

Programs use a mix of public and private funding

Most programs surveyed relied on a mix of public funding and private foundation grants. Typically, 
public funds for summer learning programs are distributed through After School Education and Safety 
Supplemental, 21st Century Community Learning Centers, and Local Control Accountability Plans. 

Conclusion
Summer learning programs can be more cost effective than traditional summer school. This is primarily 
due to the mix of certificated and classified staff members in summer learning programs. Partnerships 
between school districts and community-based organizations are also an essential strategy that 
contributed to cost effective program designs. While the majority of funding for summer learning 
programs comes from public resources or foundation grants, there is no single source of support for 
summer learning programs. Effective programs utilize multiple sources of revenue13 to stop summer 
learning loss.14

  12  Save Afterschool. (2016). Increase the ASES Rate: Rising Costs Squeezing Programs to the Breaking Point. Retrieved from http://cqrcengage.com/  
  partnerforchildren/file/imSOdeN6h3w/ASES%20Financial%20Data%203.9.16.pdf
  13  California School Boards Association et al.
  14  McCombs, Jennifer Sloan, Catherine H. Augustine, Heather L. Schwartz, Susan J. Bodilly, Brian McInnis, Dahlia S. Lichter and Amanda Brown Cross.  
  (2011). Making Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can Boost Children’s Learning. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.   
  Retrieved from http://www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG1120.html
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Learn More About Summer Learning
A wealth of information is available describing the options for funding, organizing and operating a 
summer learning program that students will love. 

Resources

Investing in Summer Learning: Stories from the Field 
http://www.summermatters.net/investing-summer-learning/

LCFF: Leveraging Summer for Student Success 
http://www.summermatters.net/leveraging-summer-for-student-success-lcff/

VIDEO: Summer Learning: An Inspiring Alternative to Summer School 
http://www.summermatters.net/summer-learning-an-inspiring-alternative-to-summer-school/ 

VIDEO: Getting a Head Start on the Common Core 
http://www.summermatters.net/getting-a-head-start-on-the-common-core/

VIDEO: Teaching Kids How to Succeed in School 

http://www.summermatters.net/teaching-kids-how-to-succeed-in-school/
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