The Importance of Summer Reading: Public Library Summer Reading Programs and Learning
Summer learning loss or setback, often referred to as the “summer slide,” is a devastating loss of
academic achievement students experience during the summer months. It is estimated that, on average,
students lose two months of grade-level mathematical computation skills over the summer, and lowincome students can lose up to two months of reading achievement (McLaughlin & Smink, 2009).
Research suggests that two-thirds of the reading achievement gap between high-low socioeconomic
statuses in 9th-graders can be explained by unequal access to summer learning opportunities during
elementary school, and one-third of the gap is present before students begin school (Alexander,
Entwistle & Olsen, 2007). The body of summer learning research demonstrates the critical importance of
developing summer reading habits that can combat summer learning loss and provide a foundation for
academic success.
Summer learning research can be broadly categorized under the following themes:
•
•
•
•

The impact of summer learning loss on disadvantaged youth
Access to books and time devoted to reading
The importance of successful reading experiences
The impact of innovative summer reading programs

The following research brief offers a synopsis of summer reading research and includes an annotated
bibliography.
The Impact of Summer Learning Loss on Disadvantaged Youth
There is an evident reading achievement disparity between students of different socioeconomic
backgrounds. Dr. Beth Miller (2007) posits, “Other factors, nearly all of them related to the
opportunities and experiences children have outside of the school, in the community and their families,
result in gaps in achievement scores.” Researchers from John Hopkins University examined data from
Baltimore area students that indicates that students across socioeconomic statuses achieved
comparable academic gains during the school year. These gains, however, were disproportionately
reduced during the summer months, in which economically disadvantaged students fell significantly
behind their peers in reading achievement levels (Alexander, Entwistle & Olsen, 2007). Summer reading
setback can account for approximately 80% of the reaching achievement gap between economically
advantaged and disadvantaged students (Allington & McGill-Franzen). This achievement gap has a
cascading effect as students continue to develop academically, and accounts for major differences in
high school completion and four-year college attendance across socioeconomic statuses (Alexander,
Entwistle & Olsen, 2007).
Access to Books
One of the most effective means of improving reading achievement levels is supplying students with
engaging and comprehensive reading materials. Increased time reading can improve reading, writing,
and spelling ability, cultivate larger vocabularies, and develop understanding of complex grammatical
structures. One way to motivate students to read is by providing access to self-selected reading
materials and time for voluntary reading (Krashen, 2009). When schools close for the summer, students’

reading opportunities diminish, especially for economically disadvantaged students without access to
books. Increasing access to self-selected books for summer reading is an effective strategy for lowering
summer reading setback in economically disadvantaged students and the achievement gap in students
between high-low socioeconomic statuses (Allington et al., 2010). One study analyzed the experience of
an urban high school, which motivated students to read over the summer by providing free, highinterest books to its students, providing further evidence that improving access to books and reading
opportunities is a vital step to developing reading proficiency among lower-income students over the
summer (McGaha & Igo, 2012).
The Importance of Successful Reading Experiences
A successful reading experience, which may include voluntary, self-selected, and high-interest books,
can help develop reading proficiency. Providing high-interest reading material and reading opportunities
is an especially important aspect of increasing reading proficiency among lower-income students
(McGaha, 2012). Additionally, research suggests that voluntary summer reading intervention, in which
students practice oral reading at home with family members and use comprehension strategies during
independent, silent reading, can be an effective strategy for improving reading achievement among
lower performing students (Kim, 2006). Participating in voluntary summer reading opportunities, along
with increasing the likelihood of higher reading achievement, can also result in improved reading skills,
motivation, confidence, and enjoyment (Roman, Carran & Fiore, 2010).
The Impact of Innovative Summer Reading Programs
Public library summer reading programs are one possible solution summer learning loss or summer
reading setback. According to a three-year study conducted by the Graduate School of Library and
Information Science at Dominican University, students who participate in public library summer reading
programs scored higher on reading achievement tests at the beginning of the next school year than their
peers who did not participate in public library summer reading programming. Students who participated
in public library summer reading programs also demonstrated higher reading achievement than
students who did not participate (Roman, Carran & Fiore, 2010). Students can especially benefit from
“hybrid” programs that combine elements of youth development principles and academic enrichment.
Summer reading programs in public libraries exemplify this kind of hybrid program (Miller, 2007).
Additionally, public library summer programming plays an important community role. Public library
services reach students and families within a community through programs ranging from academic
enrichment opportunities to providing meals (Barack, 2019).
Summer Reading at New York Libraries
Summer Reading at New York Libraries is an annual program that brings children and families into local
public libraries for reading and activities. More than 2.4 million children participated in New York State
libraries’ Summer Reading Program in 2018, an approximate increase of 230,000 participants from 2017.
The New York State Library partnered with 23 public library systems, 756 public libraries, and 311
neighborhood branches statewide to offer a summer reading program geared toward the needs of
children in their communities. Public libraries partner with school and local organizations to help
promote and create the program. Children are encouraged to discuss, write about, and report on the
books they read. Library staff help children select reading materials and provide literacy-enhancing

programs such as storytelling, music, creative arts, and performances (New York State Board of Regents,
2018).
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