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The vision of the National Summer 

Learning Association is for every child to 

be safe, healthy, and engaged in learning 

during the summer. To realize that vision, 

our mission is to connect and equip 

schools, providers, communities, and 

families to deliver high-quality summer 

learning opportunities to our nation’s 

youth to help close the achievement gap 

and support healthy development. 

NSLA serves as a network hub for 

thousands of summer learning program 

providers and stakeholders across the 

country, providing tools, resources, and 

expertise to improve program quality, 

generate support, and increase youth 

access and participation.

We offer professional development, 

quality assessment and evaluation, best 

practices dissemination and collaboration, 

and strategic consulting to states, school 

districts, community organizations,  

and funders. 

Our efforts are focused on achieving the 

following results:

 •  Increase the number of providers 

offering high-quality summer learning 

programs to young people living  

in poverty;

 •  Increase the number of organizations 

and policymakers that identify 

summer learning as a public policy 

priority; and

 •  Increase funding for high-quality 

summer learning programs for young 

people who currently lack choices  

and opportunities.

ABouT THe NATIoNAL 
SuMMeR LeARNINg 
ASSoCIATIoN
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With generous funding from the New York 

Life Foundation, the National Summer 

Learning Association (NSLA) engaged in a 

two-year project to improve the quality of 

summer learning programs for middle and 

high school youth, particularly those most 

at risk of summer learning loss and other 

summer setbacks. NSLA collaborated with 

two local intermediary organizations – 

New Day for Learning in San Francisco and 

the D.C. Children and Youth Investment 

Trust Corporation – to engage 14 summer 

program providers serving low-income 

middle and high school youth in San 

Francisco and Washington, D.C., in a 

professional learning community.

In addition to learning from the programs 

we worked with intensively through this 

project, NSLA reached out nationally to 

programs doing exemplary work with older 

youth to produce this Best Practices Guide 

in Summer Learning for Middle School and 

High School Youth to be shared with the 

larger summer learning field.

BeST PRACTICeS IN SuMMeR LeARNINg FoR 
MIddLe SCHooL ANd HIgH SCHooL YouTH

INTRoduCTIoN
SuMMeR LeARNINg FoR MIddLe SCHooL 
ANd HIgH SCHooL YouTH

Summer vacation from school brings to 

mind a carefree image of lazy days spent 

away from the rigors and formality of the 

classroom. But for many low-income youth, 

summer is actually a time of loss – when 

critical skills gained during school are 

forgotten, lunches provided by schools are 

no longer available, and even basic safety 

may be threatened by lack of supervision 

from parents who still need to go to work 

even when school is out.

 Most children, regardless of 

socioeconomic status, lose two months 

of grade-level equivalency in math 

computational skills during each summer 

months. Low-income children also 

lose more than two months in reading 

achievement, while middle-income peers 

make slight gains in reading. This learning 

gap widens over time, research from Johns 

Hopkins University shows, so that by ninth 

grade, low-income students are years 
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behind their peers in reading. The same 

students most affected by summer learning 

loss also were more likely to drop out of 

high school and less likely to attend college 

(Alexander et al. 2007).

With the transitions and developmental 

changes it brings, middle school  

is a vulnerable time for all youth, 

particularly those who are low-income. 

Harvard researchers have concluded that 

students moving into middle school show a 

precipitous drop in math and language arts 

achievement that can persist through 10th 

grade, and another, smaller dip as students 

transition from middle school into high 

school (Schwerdt and West 2011). High-

quality summer learning programs can ease 

these transitions and prevent learning loss. 

Attendance in summer learning programs 

also may decrease juvenile delinquency 

among older youth during the summer and 

improve students’ diet and level of exercise 

(McCombs et al. 2011).

 This guide seeks to identify and 

demonstrate summer program practices 

most likely to achieve these positive 

outcomes for older youth.
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With the literature as our frame, we then developed survey questions to collect program 

practices in each of the seven strands. The survey was sent to the 14 New York Life project 

member programs as well as 26 other programs nationally that include Excellence in 

Summer Learning Award winners and NSLA members. We received completed surveys from 

25 programs and conducted follow-up interviews with them as needed. 

The best practices described in this guide align with NSLA’s quality indicators for summer 

learning programs, as measured through the Comprehensive Assessment of Summer 

Programs (CASP). NSLA has synthesized research from summer program evaluations as well 

as data from hundreds of site visits and program interviews to develop program quality 

indicators. As the best practices are detailed in this guide, connections to CASP quality 

indicators are noted. Use the CASP Quick Reference Guide online to find descriptions of 

quality practices by domain and indicator name, as they are referenced in this guide. 

MeTHodoLogY ANd  
THeoReTICAL FRAMewoRk

We began the project with a  
literature review based on the  
following four research questions:

1.  In high-quality summer learning 
programs, what practices are 
particularly effective in working with 
middle and high school youth?

2.  What effect do these practices  
have in producing positive  
outcomes for youth? 

3.  How does a high-quality program  
differentiate between an effective  
practice and an ineffective practice?

4.  In high-quality summer programs,  
how do effective practices with  
adolescents differ from effective  
practices with younger children?

The literature revealed best 
practices in seven  
interconnected strands: 

 • Set High Standards 

 • Be Intellectually Challenging 

 • Be Relevant

 •  Embody Respect, Fun,  

and Enthusiasm

 • Build Relationships

 • Promote Attendance 

 • Provide Extra Help 

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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Strand 1: Set High Standards

Setting high standards is an important 

program practice resulting in outcomes 

for both youth and staff. In successful 

summer programs for adolescents, high 

expectations rise out of caring, concern, 

and commitment to youth (Deschenes et 

al. 2010; Boccanfuso 2009), and can help 

youth develop a sense of membership 

(Boccanfuso 2009).

For youth, high standards help to increase 

youth ownership and accountability (Kauh 

2010; Deschenes et al. 2010; Boccanfuso 

2009), learning outcomes (Bottoms 2010; 

Cooney and Bottoms 2003; Hooker and 

Brand 2009); college and career readiness 

(Hooker and Brand 2009); and youth 

development (Kauh 2010; Kauh 2010; 

Boccanfuso 2009; Bottoms 2010). 

Successful programs also have high 

expectations of program functioning 

and, subsequently, of staff. High-quality 

programs set high standards for staff in 

planning the program (Bottoms 2010), 

using observation to improve the program 

(Bottoms 2010), promoting professional 

growth (Hooker and Brand 2009; Bottoms 

2010), collaborating and partnering 

(Hooker and Brand 2009), and setting rules 

and standards for youth (Kauh 2010).

Survey Questions:

 •  How does your program set high 

standards and goals for participation 

and learning?

 •  How do you go about reinforcing 

these standards?

 •  How do you assess whether these 

standards are being met?

 •  How does the staff and leadership 

model a culture of high expectations  

for young people (i.e. staff account-

ability, professional growth, etc.)?

ReSeARCH SuMMARY ANd SuRveY  
QueSTIoNS BY STRANd
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Higher levels of engagement and 

motivation are related to deeper learning 

and positive developmental outcomes 

such as social confidence, goal-setting 

skills, effectance motivation, and self-

confidence (Dawes and Larson 2010; 

Bottoms 2010). Some youth may be 

engaged at the outset, being drawn to the 

program activities. Others may enter the 

program for other reasons (friends, school 

requirements or stipends), and will need to 

develop the motivation and engagement 

to benefit fully. Programs need to know 

how to promote engagement (Dawes and 

Larson 2010).

Youth engagement is supported when 

youth have personal connections to 

program aims; the program helps them 

toward future goals and helps them 

develop skills they deem relevant  

(Dawes and Larson 2010; Bottoms 2010; 

Kauh 2010). 

Literature helps us define strategies to 

promote engagement in the following 

three strands:

 •  Be Intellectually Challenging  

(Bottoms 2010) [Strand 2]

 • Be Relevant [Strand 3]

 u  relate to youth’s lives and interests 

(Bottoms 2010),

 u  expose youth to technology 

(Bottoms 2010), careers (Kauh 

2010) and college (Hooker and 

Brand 2009), and 

 u  honor the culture and community 

of participants (Hooker and Brand 

2009).

 •  Embody Respect, Fun and Enthusiasm 

[Strand 4]

 u  establish a program culture that 

is fun and supportive (Kauh 2010; 

Bottoms 2010), and

 u  promote a “culture of success” 

through “activities, ceremonies, 

and celebrations (that) encourage 

students to participate in and 

identify with the goals of the 

academy” (Boccanfuso 2009).

Strands 2, 3, and 4: Cornerstones of Youth Engagement:  
Be Intellectually Challenging; Be Relevant; Embody Respect,  
Fun and Enthusiasm
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Survey Questions:

 • How does your program:

 u  Ensure it is rigorous and intellectually 

challenging?

 u  Ensure that program goals and 

activities are relevant to youth’s 

interests and goals?

 u  Honor the culture and community of 

participants and families?

 u  Expose youth to technology, careers, 

and college?

 u  Embody respect, fun,  

and enthusiasm?

 u  Use activities, ceremonies, and 

celebrations to promote the program 

culture?

 •  For programs that also serve younger 

children: How do your methods of 

engaging adolescents differ from 

methods used with younger children?
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Strand 5: Build Relationships

Research on successful summer programs 

for adolescents has shown that cultivating 

a nurturing community with positive 

relationships can increase engagement 

and motivation (Dawes and Larson 2010), 

increase attendance and retention, 

increase accountability (Kauh 2010), 

increase learning (Hooker and Brand 2009; 

Bottoms 2010), increase positive role 

modeling (Hooker and Brand 2009), and 

increase youth development (Kauh 2010; 

Hooker and Brand 2009).

Programs should seek to improve 

relationships between youth, between 

staff and youth (Zabloski 2010; Grossman 

and Cooney 2009; Hooker and Brand 2009) 

and between the program and the families 

it serves (Hooker and Brand 2009,  

Bottoms 2010).

Survey Questions:

 •  What specific strategies or practices 

does your program use to foster 

relationships among youth?  

Between staff and youth? Between 

staff and families?

 •  How do you see relationships 

contributing to engagement, 

motivation, and retention of older 

youth in particular?

 •  How do you assess the strength of  

the relationships in your program?

 •  For programs that also serve younger 

children: How do your methods of 

fostering relationships with and 

among adolescents differ from 

methods used with younger children?
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Strand 6: Promote Improved 
Attendance and Retention

For youth to benefit from a high-quality 

summer program, they must attend. 

Studies have found that increased 

attendance improves outcomes  

(McCombs et al. 2011). Quality summer 

programs focus on promoting attendance 

and retention.

In addition to following the engagement 

and relationship best practices discussed 

above, successful programs seek to 

improve recruitment, attendance, 

and retention by being accessible and 

affordable (Kauh 2010), by recruiting 

through peer networks (Kauh 2010), by 

staying knowledgeable about youth’s lives 

(Deschenes et al. 2010), by being flexible 

about attendance requirements (Kauh 

2010), by rewarding consistently high 

participation (Kauh 2010), and by tracking 

and addressing attendance problems 

energetically and promptly (Balfanz and 

Mac Iver 2007).

Survey Questions:

 •  What is your most effective 

recruitment strategy for older youth? 

 •  Do you do any peer to peer recruiting?

 •  What is the biggest barrier you face  

to retaining older youth in your 

summer program? 

 •  What strategies do you use to retain 

youth (program design, incentives)?

 •  How do you acknowledge consistently 

high participation?

 •  How do you identify and improve  

poor attendance?



Best Practices in summer Learning Programs for middLe and HigH scHooL YoutH 11

Strand 7: Provide Extra Help for 
Those Who Need It

To maximize youth benefit, successful 

programs provide extra help to those 

who need it (Cooney and Bottoms 2003). 

This requires an awareness of the lives of 

youth at the program and at home through 

assessment and monitoring (Hooker and 

Brand 2009; Kauh 2010; Zabloski 2010). 

Certain developmental stages are generally 

difficult, and successful programs routinely 

target certain groups for extra help.

Foster children, ex-offenders, English 

language learners, and students with 

disabilities should be offered extra support 

(Hooker and Brand 2009). Students 

transitioning from middle school to high 

school, and from high school to college, are 

at particular risk, and should be supported 

programmatically (Boccanfuso 2009; 

Castleman and Page 2011; Balfanz and Mac 

Iver 2007; Grossman and Cooney 2009; 

Hooker and Brand 2009).

Survey Questions

 •  What formal and informal strategies 

do you use to identify particular 

students who need extra help and 

support, due to individual challenges 

or high-risk developmental stages?

 •  What extra help and support do  

you offer?
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Program Example: Sadie Nash Leadership Project

Cecilia Clarke, Founder and Executive Director of the Sadie Nash Leadership Project, 

explains that the program’s high standards stem from, and are reinforced by, the way 

staff view the young women they serve: “We believe that every young woman is a 

leader even before she steps foot in our summer program. By informing young  

women of this, and by referring to them as leaders, we believe that we create a self-

fulfilling prophecy.”

High-quality programs have procedures 

and tools to set clear expectations at 

the outset of the program and follow up 

frequently to reinforce expectations. The 
Boys and Girls Club of Green Bay identifies 

key steps related to employment that all 

youth must complete to be eligible for 

paid work: resume and cover letter, job 

application and interview, and money 

management. The Montana Migrant 
Education Program has a service delivery 

plan and a work plan that outline the goals 

and objectives for student outcomes. PBHA 

structures each program day to include 

math and literacy. 

The Pennsylvania Migrant Education 
Program aligns its academic program 

with Pennsylvania Academic Standards 

and school district curricular frameworks. 

This program also sets a standard of 

attendance that must be met for youth 

to participate in a final summer trip. The 
Jamestown Community Center rotates 

all youth through a set of leadership roles. 

The Fiver Children’s Foundation and the 

Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program 

both stress the importance of having 

youth set their own goals to complement 

program goals.

BeST PRACTICeS IN  
SuMMeR LeARNINg 
PRogRAMS FoR MIddLe 
ANd HIgH SCHooL YouTH
STRANd I:  
SeT HIgH STANdARdS
Providing Structure and Clear Expectations for Youth and for Staff
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WEAVING  
THE STRANDS OF 
BEST PRACTICE 

The Best Practices work 

together: positive 

relationships can aid 

with engaging youth, 

providing extra help 

can lead to building a 

relationship; positive 

engagement can lead  

to improved attendance 

and retention. In the 

Aim High video clip all 

seven strands are in 

evidence, as detailed 

above. Throughout this 

guide, several practices 

that weave two or more 

strands together will  

be highlighted.

VIDEO CLIP: AIM HIGH

Aim High sets high standards for its program. “We give kids the tools 

to be successful, and those include math skills, science, literacy, essay 

writing, study skills… “ Also shown here: embodying respect, fun and 

enthusiasm, being relevant (paths to college and hiring engaging staff), 

being intellectually challenging (many learning settings pictured), 

building relationships, retaining students and providing extra help to 

those who need it (underserved middle school students).

Program Example: GO Project 

Erica Ahdoot, Executive Director of GO Project, describes the high standards 

for her summer learning program: “We have a rigorous screening method 

for teachers and use a metric framework to ensure that we are providing 

responsive and individualized instruction. These metrics include maintaining 

a low student to teacher ratio, providing individualized intervention activities, 

ensuring whole system involvement, and ensuring consistent program 

delivery. We provide each grade team with a curriculum framework that  

aligns to key standards in the Common Core. Teachers can then use an 

unscripted curriculum to ensure that they are differentiating the instruction 

and shifting gears when indicated for highest levels of student achievement. 

We also track attendance closely and have had 90% or above for students 

during the summer program. This ensures the maximum amount of time on 

task for students.”
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Effective programs provide consistent 

oversight and evaluation, with director and 

peer classroom observation and feedback. 

The Pennsylvania Migrant Education 
Program uses assessments created from 

the Pennsylvania Standards Aligned 

System website portal in alignment with 

local school district coursework and 

curriculum frameworks. Programs hire 

the most skilled and engaging teachers 

through a rigorous hiring process, align the 

curriculum to state standards and Common 

Core standards, plan structured lessons and 

offer ongoing professional development. 

At Sadie Nash, community guidelines and 

expectations are set for youth and staff 

through orientation, staff training, and 

ongoing professional development. As the 

summer program begins, program staff at 

the Boys and Girls Club of Green Bay asks 

parents and youth to sign an agreement 

about program expectations. Standards 

are reinforced daily through lesson plans 

linked to standards and end-of-the-day 

debriefs, and weekly through the use 

of schedules, student meetings, staff 

meetings, and surveys. At the Pennsylvania 

Migrant Education Program, weekly staff 

meetings are also conducted to offer 

new ideas, and an open, sharing learning 

community is encouraged and supported.

At both the Boys and Girls Club of Green 

Bay and the Jamestown Community 
Center, a checklist of accomplishments 

is used to keep youth aware of their 

progress. At Jamestown, when a student 

presentation is not up to standard, the 

student must redo the presentation. 

Program directors stress the importance 

of keeping daily attendance and checking 

the completion of work. Frequent one-to-

one interviews to gauge progress are held 

at Fiver. At Mo’ Magic and at the Boys and 

Girls Club of Green Bay, stipends  

and employment are tied to success in 

meeting standards. 

Programs make use of formal and informal 

observation and assessment, pre- and 

post-activity surveys, pre- and post-testing 

and end of program surveys in order 

to assess their progress toward youth 

outcomes. Some programs, such as the  

GO Project, use a rigorous internal 

evaluation system, while other programs, 

such as the Montana Migrant Education 
Program, bring in an outside evaluator to 

assess results. 

Reinforcing and Assessing Standards
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WEAVING THE STRANDS WITH GOOD CHARACTER TICkETS

At one of the sites of the Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program, Good  

Character Tickets are given to students who show an act of “good character” 

(responsibility, respect, kindness, concern, etc.). The students also earn tickets 

for program attendance, as this demonstrates responsibility. These tickets allow 

students to enter a drawing for various prizes at the end-of-program Open House. 

The practice generates interest and excitement. 

In this practice, several of the seven strands of best practice are present: Setting 

High Standards and reinforcing these standards, Embodying Respect, Fun, and 

Enthusiasm (in program culture by acknowledging positive participation on a 

daily basis and in celebrations that reinforce program goals by holding drawings 

at the end-of-program open house), Building Relationships by encouraging 

and acknowledging respect, kindness, and concern, and Promoting Improved 

Attendance by including attendance in the practice.

Many programs also use incentive or reward 

systems to reinforce program standards. The 

Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Summer Dreamers 

Academy uses “Promise Paychecks/Promise 

Stores”— students earn Promise Dollars 

for positive social or academic behavior, 

then redeem for items from local colleges 

and universities at the Promise Store (see 

video below). The program supervisor at 

Fiver explains that Fiver is “more of a culture 

than an organization. We are lucky have 

our standards for character development 

reinforced by participants themselves.” 

Program staff at the Boys and Girls Club  

of Green Bay follow up with their Teens  

to Work graduates after they have 

completed their Junior Staff employment 

with the Club by calling them at home to 

monitor their progress in securing/holding 

external employment. 
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At Crissy Field’s Urban Trailblazer Program, high standards are set, assessed, 

and reinforced with the help of the Bunny Chart and the Community 

Constitution. Also shown here: Being Relevant (leadership development— 

a youth leader is shown describing the charts, and youth leaders lead the 

process for creating and maintaining the charts). 

VIDEO CLIP: SUMMER DREAMERS

VIDEO CLIP: TRAILBLAZER BUNNY

At the Summer Dreamers Academy, high standards are reinforced 

through the Promise Paycheck program. Also shown here: Being 

Relevant (college exposure).







Best Practices in summer Learning Programs for middLe and HigH scHooL YoutH 17

Program Example

At Higher Achievement, the Learning Community Commitment outlines  

how each party contributes to the learning community, and includes how  

high expectations will be met. It is signed by staff, parent, and scholar.

Staff and Leadership Model 
Accountability and Growth

Many programs include ways to hold staff 

accountable to program expectations, 

as well as youth and parents. Program 

leadership can help staff to model high 

expectations through staff individual 

goal-setting and staff feedback sessions. 

At the GO Project, the staffing process is 

rigorous and reinforces expectations, with 

a goal of retaining excellent, committed 

staff. GO Project staff are held to standards 

of punctuality, attendance, quality of 

planning, quality of evaluations, and 

quality of program evaluations. In addition, 

leadership opportunities are available to 

committed staff. At the Western Addition 
Beacon and at GO Project, staff show 

commitment to high expectations by 

pursuing additional learning, certifications 

and degrees. At the Pennsylvania 
Migrant Education Program, all staff 

members have obtained a college degree 

or are working on a degree, and many 

staff members have the same cultural 

backgrounds as the students. 

CASP Connections to  
Setting High Standards

High Standards are woven through 

the CASP. In the domains of Purpose, 
Planning, and Intentional, indicators 

of quality include Youth Outcome Goals, 

Program Improvement Goals, Attendance 

Standards, Adult to Youth Ratio, Lesson Plan 

Framework, Use of Certified Teacher, Daily 

Learning Objectives and Advance Planning. 

The CASP Quick Reference Guide contains 

the definitions of quality for each domain  

and indicator.

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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Programs that achieve results with 

older youth ensure they are consistently 

intellectually challenging by holding 

themselves to a high standard in activities, 

planning, and oversight.

Project-Based and Inquiry- 
Based Learning

Many programs rely on a project-based 

approach to drive intellectual engagement. 

Project Morry uses an inquiry-based 

approach, challenging youth to think and 

ask questions. AALEAD has students create 

lesson plans and run workshops for other 

students. Mo’ Magic relies on project-based 

activities to challenge each student at his 

or her level.

STRANd 2:  
Be INTeLLeCTuALLY 
CHALLeNgINg

Program Example

Director Sheryl Davis describes project-based learning at Mo’ Magic:

 “In each of our projects, the instructors are walked through the process, given sample 

papers, and offered some training. Expectations are discussed for how the projects fit 

into the program and the impact they have not only on the students but also on policy 

and community building. Because these are tangible items that are shared and used by 

more than the students, the youth take the projects very seriously. They get excited to 

share their work in presentations to community leaders, peers, and policy makers.”

Summer Yearbook: “Each student is assigned an area to create for the yearbook that 

highlights some aspect of summer programming. They not only have to have photos, 

they need to conduct interviews, write up a summary, and document the article. Each 

student’s work is reviewed and they are given feedback on it and challenged to do more 

based on their individual strengths and abilities. Students compile and design, practice 

writing and summarizing, and have the joy of seeing their finished product enjoyed by 

younger students, parents, and community.”
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Summer Learning Case Study: “Students are given an outline and told to make a case/

argument for or against summer learning. They are expected to choose a side and 

outline why they chose that side. Students are expected to do research and not speak 

merely from a point of view/opinion. The students’ work will be compiled and they 

are expected to share their case in a public presentation. The case study is in the same 

structure required in a Master’s of Public Administration class. The students are given 

the outline, walked through the process and supported throughout the summer.  

Again, during check-ins, students are challenged based on their abilities. One student 

may be struggling to research while another’s work may be opinion heavy. Based  

on the student’s skill sets, the teachers work with them to define their process and  

edit their work. The students’ final papers are shared with the San Francisco Unified 

School District.”

Career Investigation: “Each student picks a career of interest, investigates the career and 

reports back on what it takes to enter the field — education, experience, knowledge, 

and skill set students have to explore and share: salary range, whether it is a viable field 

or if it is becoming obsolete, what purpose it serves the community. These findings are 

shared with the Mayor’s Office of Economic and Workforce Development as a gauge 

of careers youth are interested in and the trends based on research. The idea that their 

projects will be shared with policy makers inspires the youth and shows them that  

their voices matter.”
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WEAVING THE STRANDS WITH A PROJECT-BASED APPROACH

The Western Addition Beacon has an environmental focus. In the summer of 2011, 

the program used the theme of the earthquake in Japan, and worked on several 

related projects. Youth learned about earthquake disaster recovery and the science 

of earthquakes through Internet research. They also researched professions that 

would be involved in the disaster recovery, learned about education requirements 

for the profession, and applied that knowledge by making a PowerPoint 

presentation on how a particular profession would help the recovery.

This project shows several strands of Best Practice working together: Setting High 

Standards for participation and learning, Being Intellectually Challenging, Being 

Relevant (exposure to technology, college, and career) and Encouraging Improved 

Attendance by having students get involved in a long-term project.

Program Example: Youth Facilitation 

Alex Cena, Secondary Schools Program Coordinator for AALEAD, gives some 

examples of workshops run by students:

Elevator Speech: “In 2011, one student wanted to focus on communication skills. 

This student created a lesson plan for students to go out into a public area and 

start conversations with strangers. We spent one day out in Dupont Circle, with 

each student trying to talk to a diverse set of people. We then did a reflection 

on what was easy and hard about the exercise. The students learned about how 

important it is to have an “elevator” speech and how much confidence it takes  

to speak with others.

Lesson Plans for Younger Children: “Students for our high school program created 

lesson plans for our elementary school program. Our students covered a range 

of topics from bullying to healthy lifestyles. By the end of the summer program, 

the students were drafting lesson plans without any assistance and managing 

classrooms more effectively.”
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Program Example

Project Exploration is designed and run by practicing scientists, with the goal  

of changing long-term outcomes for youth through engagement in the sciences. 

Its programs are designed to foster a lifelong relationship with science by 

providing students with a dynamic set of experiences through Youth-Science 

Pathways, a complementary series of programming that falls into three 

developmental strands. 

1. Discover: Introductory programming. 

2. Explore: Exploring subjects and science in depth. 

3. Pursue: Preparation to pursue science beyond high school.

Video Clip: Project 

Exploration

PBHA structures every program day to 

include reading, math, and science. The 
Western Addition Beacon partners with 

other organizations to provide subject 

matter experts. At Jamestown, staff 

use “faded facilitation”: Standards and 

expectations increase steadily as the 

summer progresses, making the program 

progressively more challenging.

At the close of Project Exploration’s Sisters 4 Science program, the 

young women give presentations to their families, demonstrating their 

engagement in the intellectual challenge of the program. Also shown here: 

Being Relevant (career exposure and leadership development).

Structure and Management
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Program Example 

Engagement through intellectual challenge can occur at all levels. An important basic,  

daily approach taken at the Bayview Hunters Point YMCA is the Thought of the Day 

activity. Says Jasmine Benton, Teen Services Director: “Everyone has to copy down the 

thought of the day as-is, and make corrections to the errors (attention to detail). Each 

person must then articulate it into his or her own words (reading comprehension) and 

then answer the question/problem (critical thinking). Answers must be grammatically 

and problematically correct to the best of their ability. During this activity, some youth 

may focus on spelling, reading comprehension, legible handwriting, asking questions,  

or public speaking.”

CASP Connections to Being 
Intellectually Challenging

Youth Engagement is an indicator of 

quality in the CASP.  In the Intentional and 

Integrated domains, indicators include 

Critical Thinking, Thematic Learning and 

Inquiry-based Learning.

 

Follow the links above to the CASP Quick 

Reference Guide, which contains the 

definitions of quality for each domain and 

indicator.

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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STRANd 3:  
Be ReLevANT 
Effective programs stay relevant to 

youth by maximizing youth voice and by 

energetically addressing themes that are 

important to youth in general.

Youth Choice and Voice

Programs seek youth input on program 

design through conversations, surveys,  

and focus groups -- before, during, and 

after the summer session. This input is  

used to plan program themes, projects, 

and activities. At Project Exploration,  

a CSI-themed program was implemented 

as a result of youth input that forensic 

science was of major interest. During the 

summer, programs make sure that youth 

have choices in program activities.

Hiring Engaging Staff

Aim High hires recent program graduates 

as junior staff, and PBHA has Junior 

Counselors (also former participants) 

help design activities and curriculum. 

Sadie Nash places a high value on hiring 

graduates whose experiences will be highly 

relevant in designing engaging activities. 

At Sadie Nash, youth are engaged in all 

aspects of the hiring process: Youth read 

faculty applications, help with interviews, 

and participate in speed teaching sessions. 

When selecting final faculty, Sadie 

Nash also uses youth interest surveys to 

determine what selection of classes best 

meets their needs/interests.

Leadership Development

At Jamestown, youth lead the program 

(with staff guidance). Youth set goals 

during the first week, and throughout the 

summer they make decisions about how 

to structure their group time and how to 

allocate their group activity budget. The 

Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program 

and the Fiver Children’s Foundation 

also emphasize personal goal-setting 

(see Fiver’s “Whole Self Ceremony” in a 

later section of this guide). The Montana 
Migrant Education Program strives to 

connect the curriculum to real-world 

applications. Many programs expose youth 

to technology, careers, and college (see the 

next section of this guide).
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Program Example 

Director Angela Branz-Spall describes the Youth Leadership Training held  

at the Montana Migrant Education Program each summer:

“Our youth participated in a highly motivational leadership training that included 

keynote speakers, ropes courses, large and small group contests, goal sharing, and 

skill-building. The leadership conference was held on a Saturday because that was 

a smaller impact on working families than going during the week. The migrant 

youth met at a motel in Billings on a Friday evening, had a pizza party, and went 

swimming in the motel pool, just like their non-migrant peers. It was a chance for 

them to be teenagers for a little while. The Billings site allowed for all the students 

from different Montana summer school programs to meet and get to know each 

other. Students from MSU-Billings served as group leaders and led activities on 

campus. The Montana youth program coordinator found a keynote speaker, local 

former migrant child Judge Pedro Hernandez, and lined up a facility to use.

 “Evaluations of the event showed that the youth greatly benefitted from this 

activity, taking away leadership skills they could apply in their daily lives. Those 

skills included learning self-advocacy, taking responsibility, doing what is right, 

learning teamwork, and developing trust. 

“The youth leadership training has been successful for several reasons. One was 

that we had interstate collaboration with Sunnyside, Washington school district 

when we planned the leadership conference. The head of the leadership program 

for Sunnyside helped us decide what activities to use and how to set the agenda 

for the day. Then he came to Montana for the day and helped organize the 

leadership conference.” 
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Video Clip: Sin Fronteras

Engaging youth requires supporting their 

ideas, hopes, and plans for their own future. 

This demands a focus on technology, 

careers, and college. 

There are many approaches to exposing 

youth to technology and using that 

technology in support of the program. 

Programs surveyed use computer labs, 

laptops, iPads, and Smart Boards for 

instruction, online research, video and 

audio production, and animation. Youth 

at Fiver Children’s Foundation use 

computer resources to prepare portfolios 

of their work. AALEAD brings in computer 

professionals to run workshops. PBHA has  

a computer lab for robotics.

Programs surveyed arrange guest 

presentations by local professionals and 

business people, and have them stay for 

lunch. Many programs hold career fairs and 

workshops on resume-writing, interview 

skills, and work skills. The Boys and Girls 
Club of Green Bay, Fiver’s Children’s 

Foundation and the Sadie Nash Leadership 
Project include job shadowing, internships, 

and volunteer projects in their programs. 

Programs schedule college presentations 

and college visits, have youth set personal 

education goals, and hold workshops on 

the college application process and the 

realities of college and financial aid. The 
Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program 

employs former participants who are 

currently in college or are recent college 

graduates to emphasize the importance 

of productive choices. The PUEO program 

and Sadie Nash hire college students as 

mentors and role models.

A student at the Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program talks about her 

experience in the program: leadership development, college exposure, and 

receiving extra help with her academics. This is an excerpt from a DVD that she 

produced to tell her story (“Sin Fronteras”).

Exposure to Technology, Careers, and College
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Program Example 

Lance Ozier, Education Coordinator at Project Morry, describes the ways the program 

connects to technology, careers, and college: 

“We recently acquired a donation to purchase an Apple Mobile Learning Lab with  

20 new MacBooks. We have a media program for kids to create digital photography  

and video projects as well as several courses of Classroom Inc. software. 

“Each summer, volunteers present workshops to build the bridge between school  

and careers. I work with the volunteers ahead of time to make the workshop interactive 

and meaningful. For example, we had an architect work with our youth on how to 

understand how a space is significant to a client, and how to incorporate emotional 

factors into a design. He had the youth explore the camp and identify spaces that are 

meaningful. The lake is important to many of our young people, and he gave examples  

of how to highlight it and preserve it in an architectural plan, rather than to clutter the 

lake or destroy it.

“An entrepreneur worked with the group to create a store from the ground up—what  

to sell, whom to market to, and how to set up the business.  We’ve also had presentations 

from physicians, attorneys, artists, and craftspeople.”

Video Clip: UCONN Mentor 

Connection

The students at the UCONN Mentor Connection program show their 

engagement in the program activities and presentations. Shown here are 

many examples of Being Relevant (exposure to technology, career and 

college, and leadership development) and Being Intellectually Challenging 

(examples of high-level science).
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Program Example 

One of the goals of the Sadie Nash Leadership Project is to prepare young women to 

understand and confront stereotypes. Shreya Malena-Sannon, Program Director at Sadie 

Nash, describes how the “Power, Identity, and Privilege” class accomplishes this objective:

“We work with young people in the class to introduce lenses, language, and analyses to 

better understand the world they live in every day. We hope they leave with a vocabulary 

and a sharper perspective to understand their world, as well as the courage and voice to 

identify, label, and address issues they face. 

“We developed the curriculum using a combination of some existing popular education 

and social justice activities, and also created some activities to demonstrate some main 

takeaways of the class, e.g., identity as being multi-faceted instead of reductionistic, 

that people have both dominant and sub-dominant characteristics and so can be both 

“oppressed” and the “oppressor,” that race is a construct but racism is real, that power is not 

just “power-over” but can be “power-with” and “power-within” as well, and the concept of 

privilege and how to address it. The curriculum is ever-adapting, reflecting the passions 

and skills of the particular teacher, but many of the same points around identity, power, 

and privilege are made every year.”

Developmentally, older youth are striving 

to reach out into the larger world; yet they 

must feel secure in their own community 

and culture. To take their place as 

stakeholders in your program community, 

youth must experience the respect for their 

community and their culture. 

Effective programs for older youth have a 

culturally relevant curriculum which may 

include learning about the community, the 

cultures of participants, and diversity and 

confronting stereotypes. Many programs 

strive to hire multi-cultural staff from 

the community served. Open Meadow 
Step Up and the Montana Migrant 
Education Program promote knowledge 

of participants’ culture and community 

through staff professional development. 

Aim High holds weekly cultural days.  

The Pennsylvania and Montana Migrant 
Education Programs welcome parents as 

key partners. These programs have found 

that their partnerships with parents are 

particularly important because typically  

a transient youth will need to participate  

in several programs over a number of years, 

and will depend upon parental support to 

negotiate these transitions. Open Meadow 

Step Up and the GO Project communicate 

with parents in their native language. 

Many programs hold family nights and a 

culminating event that are tied to culture 

and community. The Bayview Hunters 
Point YMCA has community partners 

that are also knowledgeable about the 

community.

Honoring the Culture and Community of Participants
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Youth Input is an indicator of quality in the 

Planning domain. Youth Voice, Forward-

Thinking Activities, Shared Facilitation, and 

Skill Building are included in the indicators 

of quality in the CASP domains Intentional 
and Integrated. The CASP Quick Reference 

Guide contains the definitions of quality for 

each domain and indicator.

La Plaza Parent Night

At La Plaza’s Parent Night, students present what they have learned about 

college and careers. Shown here is how La Plaza is Relevant (leadership 

development and exposure to college and careers), how it Embodies Respect, 

Fun, and Enthusiasm (activities, ceremonies, and celebrations that reinforce 

program goals) and Builds Relationships with families. 

CASP Connections to Being Relevant

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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These positive qualities are woven into the 

culture of effective summer programs   — 

who they are and what they do demonstrate 

respect, fun, and enthusiasm every day.

Program Culture

Every program strives to have fun and 

engaging staff who model respect, fun, and 

enthusiasm. Many programs start each day 

with an all-camp gathering. At Pittsburgh 
Public Schools’ Summer Dreamers 
Academy, the rules are: 1) Have Fun 2) 

Work Hard and 3) Be Nice! All campers start 

the day with a fun and respectful All Camp 

Meeting, during which they’re able to show 

off their enthusiasm through chants, skits, 

dances, and other fun activities. Building 

positive community experiences into the life 

of the program enhances fun, enthusiasm, 

and respect: group learning, team-building, 

teamwork, team spirit, cheers, open mics, 

t-shirts, outdoor activities, field trips and 

unusual experiences. In addition to its good 

character tickets, the Pennsylvania Migrant 
Education Program incorporates special 

clubs (dance, music, art, and chess) into the 

daily schedule and encourages students to 

explore all areas. Mo’ Magic holds weekly 

check-ins to share experiences and thoughts 

about the program. Many programs have 

talent shows and final presentations that 

provide a community celebration to wrap  

up the summer.

STRANd 4: eMBodY ReSPeCT,  
FuN, ANd eNTHuSIASM 

Video Clip: Children’s Trust

The Children’s Trust in Miami funds a local YMCA marine biology camp. 

This video shows that the program engages youth by embodying 

respect, fun, and enthusiasm in their daily activities. 
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WEAVING THE STRANDS WITH FIVER’S WHOLE SELF CEREMONY: 

At Fiver’s Summer Program, youth set goals for each summer. (For example, will 

a young person take more risks this summer, try out more activities, or put extra 

effort at completing all tasks on time and with initiative?) Direction comes from 

Fiver’s overarching Whole Self character programming language. During the 

summer, staff conduct one-on-one interviews to ensure each youth is progressing 

toward the goals they set. This approach allows youth to plan, set, revise, and 

assess their own goals. In this way, intellectual challenges are tailored as much as 

possible to the level of each youth. The hope of this approach is to create enough 

rigor to push youth while not overshooting and crafting a program too rigorous, 

and not personalized enough for its audience. The Whole Self language comes to 

life in Fiver’s Whole Self ceremony, a time when participants ages 8 to 18 reflect 

back on their summer experience and accomplished/ongoing goals. During this 

time, Fivers receive dog tags celebrating the Whole Self attribute they embodied 

most that summer. An important part of the program’s culture is the description 

of participants as Fivers, members of the greater Fiver family, who cultivate in 

themselves a love of learning and a desire to make positive life choices.

Several strands interweave in this ceremony: Setting High Standards, Being 

Relevant (leadership development by having youth practice goal-setting, personal 

reflection, and presentation), Building Relationships through programmatic focus 

on positive interaction and interdependency and improving retention by having a 

multi-year program in which participants can see growth from year to year.

Effective programs share program 

standards, reminders, and plans, and 

camper accomplishments by holding 

family night dinners, ceremonial camp 

circles, open houses, community 

meals, and circle check-ins. At Higher 
Achievement, scholars have the 

opportunity to show off what they are 

learning through Poetry Slams, Spelling 

Bees, and Olympics of the Mind. At Project 
Morry and at the Pennsylvania and 

Montana Migrant Education Programs, 

youth display creations at Education Expos, 

Art Galleries, and Showcases. At Mo’ Magic, 

youth practice their leadership skills by 

organizing and leading celebrations and 

performing or presenting at ceremonies. 

Finally, at the end of a long summer, most 

programs acknowledge successes, reflect 

on the summer, and promote youth to the 

next level at culminating activities and 

celebration dinners. 

Ceremonies and Celebrations That Reinforce Program Goals
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Leaders of effective programs report 
that their work with older youth includes 
more critical thinking, more open-ended 
questions, more choice, and a focus on 
the future: college, life skills, difficult 
choices, leadership, gender-specific 
programming, peer relationships, and 
conflict resolution.  

The Western Addition Beacon focuses 
more on how to turn learning into 
opportunities and connect to life 
experiences. Fiver Children’s Foundation, 
Project Morry, and the Pennsylvania 
Migrant Education Program provide 
opportunities for leadership  
and responsibility.

how methods of engaging 
adolescents differ from methods 
used with younger children

Crissy Field’s Urban Trailblazers reinforce program goals in their trip to Yosemite. Also shown 

here: building relationships and engaging youth by being intellectually challenging (youth 

prepare for and reflect upon their experiences).

Video Clip: Yosemite

The CASP domain Unique Program Culture 

includes the indicators Program Spirit, 

Program Principles, Culminating Event and 

Field Trips. The CASP Quick Reference Guide 

contains the definitions of quality for each 

domain and indicator.

CASP Connections to Embodying Respect, Fun, and Enthusiasm

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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 A staff person at the Pennsylvania Migrant 
Education Program writes: “The only way 

to bring about change is through a personal 

relationship with students and parents. This 

is a strength of our migrant program.” 

Successful programs have identified two 

important facets of fostering relationships: 

long-term commitment to youth and staff 

having a passion to want to get to know 

youth and establish personal relationships. 

Open Meadow Step Up and Higher 
Achievement both have intensive staff 

development in strength-based work and 

youth development. Open Meadow Step Up 

also provides intensive staff development 

in family engagement strategies, and a very 

intensive focus on cultural competency.

At the Boys and Girls Club of Green Bay, 

staff-youth relationships are strengthened 

when staff provides assistance to youth 

(helping with seeking employment, 

researching colleges, tutoring, etc.). 

The Western Addition Beacon has a 

confidentiality agreement with teens to 

keep issues discussed in group within that 

group. This helps build trust and willingness 

to share.

Many programs emphasize group-based 

activities and projects. Some hold activities 

in team-building and conflict resolution.  

At Jamestown, youth work as teams to 

create banners and team identities and then 

lead their own activities. Other relationship-

building group activities include discussion 

circles, discussion-based learning, life stories 

and reflections, daily check-in, and group 

interviews. One site of the Pennsylvania 

Migrant Education Program uses daily 

Reading Buddies to foster relationships 

among youth: older students are paired  

with younger children to engage in daily 

reading and literacy-based activities. 

Relationships are also fostered in informal 

gatherings for playing soccer, eating lunch, 

going on field trips, etc. Other practices 

include using small group sizes, wearing 

nametags, and encouraging mingling 

between staff and youth.

To build relationships with families, the 
Montana Migrant Education Program 

encourages staff to visit the homes of 

students, even the temporary camps where 

they may be living. Letters and notes are 

often sent home to parents with various 

information and invitations to participate 

in special programs like Reading is 

Fundamental. Other programs mention the 

importance of interviews with parents, goal-

setting with parents, regular phone calls to 

homes, letters and notes home, and having 

a bilingual program facilitator and multi-

lingual materials.

STRANd 5: BuILd ReLATIoNSHIPS AMoNg 
YouTH, BeTweeN STAFF ANd YouTH ANd 
BeTweeN STAFF ANd FAMILIeS
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Video Clip: Breakthrough

Breakthrough Collaborative puts a priority on building relationships. Also 

shown here are Embodying Respect, Fun and Enthusiasm, Being Relevant 

(leadership development), Being Intellectually Challenging (developing self-

awareness and presentation skills) and Providing Extra Help.

Video Clip: Achievement 

Richard Tagle, CEO of Higher Achievement, describes building relationships 

with families in the program’s New Family Induction Ceremony. Also included 

here are Setting and Reinforcing High Standards.

Higher Achievement holds a new family 

induction ceremony and celebration 

nights. Jubilee Housing engages families 

inside and outside of programming 

(including staff attending weddings, 

birthday parties, cultural events, etc.). 

As the program’s Director of Youth and 

Family Programs puts it: “We find it very 

important to extend ourselves beyond 

regular program hours, which gives youth, 

parents/families and staff a strong sense 

of belonging within a community.” Many 

programs invite families to orientation  

and performances.
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Relationships Contribute to 
Engagement, Motivation,  
and Retention of Older Youth

Personal relationships (with peers and 

with staff) and a sense of belonging to the 

community are the key to youth returning 

each year. Several programs foster 

mentoring relationships between staff 

and older youth. The Montana Migrant 
Education Program finds that the one-on-

one attention and the meaningful dialogue 

between staff and youth encourage 

students to keep trying. Says Cecilia Clarke 

from Sadie Nash: “ A strong relationship 

with staff helps a participant feel ‘seen,’ and 

this reduces the chances that the young 

person will miss a day and believe it will 

passed unnoticed.” 

Assessing and Tracking the 
Strength of Relationships

Programs use check-ins, surveys, 

evaluations, and informal observation to 

assess relationships. Also important to 

gauging the strength of relationships are 

monitoring attendance, participation, and 

progress toward goals, youth retention 

and engagement, teacher and volunteer 

retention and parent engagement. The 
Western Addition Beacon uses youth 

surveys, focus groups, personal narratives, 

and testimonies to assess the strength of 

relationships. All points of contact between 

Fiver staff and participants are recorded 

in a database that includes family history, 

background, school records, and program 

attendance rates, and is used to track the 

strength of relationships. One-on-one 

counseling sessions, the most important 

formal tool of assessment, are always 

recorded in this system, with questions 

about family situation, health, school, and 

attitude asked at each encounter and any 

changes in overall status filled  

in accordingly.
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Key practices to fostering relationships 
with older youth include providing more 
mentoring, establishing confidentiality, 
increasing awareness of autonomy and 
self-sufficiency, and being willing to be 
flexible in the program structure and 
requirements. At the Boys and Girls Club 

of Green Bay, staff engage in a higher 
degree of communication with older 
youth outside of the program than with 
younger children. Staff regularly call or 
send text messages and emails to make 
youth aware of job opportunities and 
club field trips.

how methods of fostering 
relationships with and among 
adolescents differ from methods 
used with younger children

The Integrated domain includes several 

indicators of quality that highlight key 

factors in building relationships with 

youth: Positive Reinforcement, Staff/Youth 

Interaction, and Behavior Management.  

Relationship-Building with Families is an 

indicator of quality in the Partnerships 

domain. The CASP Quick Reference Guide 

contains the definitions of quality for each 

domain and indicator.

CASP Connections to Building Relationships

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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STRANd 6:  
PRoMoTe IMPRoved 
ATTeNdANCe ANd ReTeNTIoN

Effective programs recruit peer-to-peer 

by word of mouth. As the Teen Director at 

the Bayview Hunters Point YMCA puts it: 

“Our most effective recruitment strategy 

for older youth is the youth. It is more 

successful when youth that are already 

engaged in the program invite their peers 

to participate, for they explain to their 

friends how things are run and what they 

can expect. Due to the respect that they 

already have for the program, they do not 

want anyone coming in and messing it 

up for them.” The Pennsylvania Migrant 
Education Program begins recruiting for 

the following summer’s programs during 

the current summer program. Peer-to-

peer recruiting also happens through 

social media. The Western Addition 
Beacon works with summer participants to 

represent the program to their friends for 

more effective peer-to-peer recruiting.

Several programs reported that attendance 

and retention are aided by the fact that 

offerings are engaging and relevant, with 

activities such as college visits, career 

awareness trainings, homework/summer 

reading assistance, leadership trainings, 

and possibly even part-time employment, 

as well as fun activities such as swimming 

and field trips. The Boys and Girls Club of 
Green Bay reports that the opportunity for 

teens to get a job and earn a paycheck is 

the largest draw to its T2W program. 

Green Bay also has a referral system with 

school counselors, and does “in house” 

recruiting of youth in its year-round 

programs. Programs use phone interviews 

and distribute program fliers in the schools. 

Program recruiters go to where youth  

can be found and talk to them. At 

Jamestown, rising 6th graders visit the 

program to meet the older youth. Boys  

and Girls Club of Green Bay teens wear 

their t-shirts to school, which often 

generates interest in the program.  

Programs stress outreach to parents and 

outreach to partner organizations.

Effective Recruitment Strategies for Older Youth
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Video Clip: AALEAD

Alex Cena, Secondary School Programs Coordinator for AALEAD, 

discusses Promoting Recruitment and Retention: empowering current 

participants to advocate for the program to friends.

According to programs, the most common 

conflicts for youth are the opportunity 

for employment and responsibilities and 

activities within the family. Summer  

sports or recreational summer programs 

also compete with summer learning 

programs. According to the Boys and  
Girls Club of Green Bay, lack of 

transportation is also a frequent barrier. 

Several programs mentioned the desire  

of youth to have an unstructured, learning-

free, undemanding summer.

Barriers to Retaining Older Youth 





Best Practices in summer Learning Programs for middLe and HigH scHooL YoutH 38

YOUTH VOICES:

What other things are happening in the  
summer that might make it hard to come  
to a summer program?

“ Some things that might conflict with coming to the summer program are 
vacations, summer school, and kids wanting to have fun. Sometimes kids want  
to be with their boyfriends or girlfriend and don’t want to commit to a program.”

“ Some people are doing other stuff like hanging out in the streets.”

“People go out of state, or have to do summer school, or maybe they go to jail.”

“ Many things can prevent a youth from attending summer programs such as  
the need to work, or the desire to not do anything productive during their 
summer break. “

“ They either want to hang out with their friends or either trying to run the  
streets and smoke pot.”

“ Some young people are in sports and that might interfere or make it hard  
for them to make it. Another thing is summer school and family vacations.”

“Things that would keep me from coming to a summer program include...

 • Science programs I might want to go to

 • Over the summer math lessons with my math teacher

 • Girl Scout Camp”

“ Transportation, operating hours, vacations, and other extra-curricular activities  
are some things that would keep me from being able to come to the summer 
camp. My mom works very long hours and far away, so it would be the most 
challenging part about me attending the summer program.”

“ Other things that are happening in the summer that would make it hard to come 
to my program would be going on vacations, other summer camps, family trips, 
just wanting time to relax, working, and going other places that may be more fun.”
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Leadership of several programs mentioned 

several strategies as being key to retaining 

youth: Include more choice, more 

engaging activities, more relevance,  

more technology, and fun events such  

as youth summits, Family Night dinners  

and celebrations.

Others discussed the opportunity 

for increased levels of leadership 

and responsibility, building strong 

interpersonal relationships, building the 

sense of belonging to the community, and 

recognizing youth who demonstrate good 

participation and achievement. 

Strategies to Retain Youth

YOUTH VOICES:

What makes you want to return  
to your program each summer?
“ What makes me want to come back to the program next summer is the environ-
ment and the things we learn every day. From this program I have learned many 
things especially at the mentor series. I also learn many skills while we work here, 
like staying away from drugs, and how to make it through life.”

“ I want to go on fun, engaging field trips and interact with people from other 
countries. Also, I would like to have good food and a good snack.”

“ I would want to come to my program during the summer because I know that I 
would receive a fun, enriching experience through meeting other girls my age, 
creating new friendships, and learning about our rights as young ladies.”

“I want to come to the summer program because...

 •  I have a connection to young adult counselors  
as well as adults that I can talk to in confusing situations

 • we have lots of science and math over the summer

 • there are lots of interesting activities I can put on my resume.”

“To keep me occupied in a positive not a negative way during my summer.”

“The opportunity to get to know more people and get to help with the community 
and not be in the streets.”

“This program is helpful on life skills such as public speaking and outreach and I 
get to meet people in different career fields. My program prepares me with skills 
I will need for a job and a job interview. The program also has great staff and peer 
leaders that seem like a family. I will return in the summer because it occupies 
me and I get a chance to make a change for the better in the community. It also 
motivates me to be a better person and help others want to be a better person. 
It helps me see a clearer vision of what I want in my future. The program is a fun 
program and those are SOME of the reasons that make me want to return to this 
program in the summer.”
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Acknowledging Consistently  
High Participation

In several programs, good participation 

is linked to the opportunity to earn a 

paycheck and/or volunteer credits or to 

earn more leadership responsibilities.

Often, field trips are earned by good 

attendance and participation. The 
Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program 

awards Perfect Attendance certificates 

and allows youth to earn extra computer 

time, extra dance and music time, and 

the opportunity to help younger students 

as class assistants for a day. Fiver offers 

incentives such as tickets to sporting and 

entertainment events. Programs can offer 

a handshake, a pat on the back, a high five, 

and recognition at special events. 

At Pittsburgh Public Schools’ Summer 
Dreamers Academy, youth earn Promise 

Dollars for positive social or academic 

behavior, then redeem for college-

branded material at the Promise Store. 

At the Bayview Hunters Point YMCA, 

positive participation leads to leadership 

opportunities: participating on the 

Youth Leadership Council, interning as 

a Peer Support Leader, and first pick of 

opportunities for more leadership roles. 

Identifying and Improving  
Poor Attendance

The GO Project tracks attendance daily 

and contact families daily when students 

are absent. Likewise, the program reports, 

the families take attendance very seriously 

and are very strong in reaching out if their 

child is going to be absent. Every year GO 

Project seeks to identify trends and themes 

with attendance challenges. For those 

challenges that are “avoidable,” staffers 

work with the program administration 

to brainstorm possible programming 

shifts to support families. GO Project 

also creates parent groups so that some 

attendance problems may be addressed 

(transportation, for example).

At the Western Addition Beacon, 

attendance is monitored through an 

electronic database, and attendance 

problems are investigated through 

individual calls or a focus group if a 

large number of youth from a specific 

demographic are not participating. At  

the Boys and Girls Club of Green Bay, 

there is a policy of encouraging youth  

who miss a meeting to make it up.  

Mo’ Magic staff call youth directly to 

problem-solve. The Montana Migrant 
Education Program may make a contract 

with youth about attendance.

Many programs have clear consequences 

for non-participation. Several programs 

mentioned in the previous section that 

participation in field trips is contingent  

on good participation. The Boys and Girls 

Club of Green Bay takes it a step further 

and raises the possibility that graduation 

from the program is endangered by  

poor participation. 
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Video Clip: Project 1

Erica Ahdoot, Executive Director of the GO Project, discusses the 

program’s procedures for identifying and improving poor attendance.

The CASP domain Purpose includes 

the indicators Average Daily Attendance 

and Youth Retention. In addition, as the 

Teen Voices section illustrates, quality 

Relationships and Relevance, which are 

connected to the CASP as explained 

above, lead to youth engagement, good 

attendance, and retention. The CASP Quick 

Reference Guide contains the definitions of 

quality for each domain and indicator.

CASP Connections to Promoting 
Improved Attendance and Retention

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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STRANd 7: PRovIde 
exTRA HeLP FoR THoSe 
wHo Need IT

Formal and Informal Strategies to Identify Particular 
Students Who Need Extra Help and Support

To maximize youth benefit, successful 

programs provide extra help to those  

who need it.

Identification can occur at three stages: 

before the youth starts in the program,  

at the beginning of the youth’s 

participation, and while the program  

is running. There are strategies for each.

Before the program begins, staff can access 

school records and talk to school personnel. 

Any special needs that have been identified 

by the school can be learned, and plans 

already in place can be supported. When 

a youth is just about to start, program 

staff can solicit information about special 

needs on the program application form. 

As a youth starts, the social work team can 

conduct a psycho-social intake. When the 

program is ongoing, staff notice who seems 

to need too much negative attention, stay 

aware of outside challenges, and work 

together as a team to identify students 

who need more help.

The GO Project holds a brief interview 

with parents or guardians at the start of 

the program to learn about each child’s 

functioning, then conducts a thorough 

psycho-social intake to gather more 

information once the student and family 

are accepted into the program. 

As the program is in operation, students 

can be identified for additional help. The 
Pennsylvania Migrant Education Program 

reports that one of its sites has school 

psychologists and reading specialists who 

can assist with identification of gaps in 

learning and appropriate intervention. 

Higher Achievement tracks individual 

student data rigorously from the time of 

program entry , looking for “triggers” like 

a dip in attendance, grades, or test scores, 

or comments from teacher or program 

mentors and staff that signal the need for 

a conversation with a parent, scholar, and 

staff. The program then builds a Scholar 

Achievement Plan with a specific goal and 

strategies for improvement, with periodic 

progress reviews.
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Programs offer extra support for academic 

needs, family needs, youth adjustment 

needs, and assistance to youth in pursuing 

future plans. Many programs provide 

support for crucial transition periods: 

middle school to high school, and high 

school to college.

For youth who need extra help with 

academics, programs offer outside tutoring, 

peer tutoring, and ESL, math, and reading 

teachers. The Pennsylvania Migrant 
Education Program offers a reading clinic 

to students who are identified as being 

low in reading because of a lack of English 

proficiency and/or lack of reading fluency. 

Students work one-on-one with a reading 

specialist student from a local university, 

and students can go to a teacher during 

their planning time for extra help.

To help meet family needs, the Montana 
Migrant Education Program offers 

nutrition and transportation referrals 

to Health Services and Family Services. 

Clothing and food baskets are also often 

provided to the families. PBHA and 

Montana Migrant Education also offer 

intervention with family violence  

situations, referral for court cases, and 

referral to other programs.

To help youth with adjustment needs, 

Aim High and the GO Project have social 

work teams that provide detailed planning 

for students who struggle behaviorally, 

socially, and emotionally. Social workers 

provide follow-up services including direct 

counseling and working with parents and 

teachers. GO Project also has Speech and 

Behavior Specialists. For students who 

have significant behavioral challenges, 

GO Project also institutes a Daily Report 

Card for students that focuses on positive 

achievements throughout the day. The 

program also provides a series of groups 

for students depending on the issues 

and dynamics that emerge during each 

program cycle. To help youth with future-

oriented goals, PBHA works with youth 

on college applications and provides 

recommendation letters.

Extra Help and Support
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Video Clip: Bayview Y

Jasmine Benton, Teen Services Director at the Bayview Hunters Point YMCA, 

discusses Providing Extra Help and Support. Also discussed here is Building 

Relationships between staff and youth, and between staff and families.

Program Example

The Open Meadow Step Up Program facilitates a successful transition for middle 

school students into high school. The program has shown a decreased dropout rate in 

high school and significant academic improvement, particularly among students of 

color, by focusing on students falling farthest behind in middle school. The cornerstone 

of the program is an intensive social/emotional summer camp that includes teaching 

staff and tutoring prior to the students’ freshman year. In a one-week summer 

leadership academy, youth are challenged to identify their aspirations and commit 

to working together towards those goals. Leadership and team-building activities 

reinforce students’ understanding of their capacity to achieve their dreams through 

education and hard work, all with the support of an advocate. These self-defined goals 

form the basis for their participation in Step Up throughout the following year. 

CASP Connections to Providing Extra Help for Those Who Need It

The CASP domain Individualized  

includes these indicators of quality:  

Youth Assessment and Individualized, 

Tailored Instruction. The quality indicator 

Continuum of Programming in the Planning 

domain highlights the quality practice of 

providing programming to serve youth 

during the high-risk transition years. The 

CASP Quick Reference Guide contains  

the definitions of quality for each domain 

and indicator.

http://summerlearning.org/caspguide
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