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Summer Bridge Activities Research White Paper — Fall 2020
Learners of all ages often lose concepts, vocabulary, and skills they have mastered 

when a break between school years leads to a lapse in learning and practice, a  

phenomenon that researchers and educators refer to as summer learning loss or  

“the summer slide.” 1 However, providing students with a chance to engage both  

new and familiar skills during the summer months can help to alleviate this problem 

and set them up for success in the coming school year. Summer Bridge Activities  

is designed to do just that, drawing from a range of research in the field of the  

learning sciences on how children acquire and retain knowledge. 

Here, we will summarize the intersection of learning research  
and the design of Summer Bridge Activities, leveraging what  
we know from a number of research domains, including: 

• Activating learners’ prior knowledge

• Allowing spaced practice for optimal memory retention 

• Involving family in the learning process

• Supporting social and emotional learning (SEL)

•  Encouraging real-world application of ideas through  

hands-on learning activities
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“Pre-Training” & Activating Prior Knowledge 
When introduced to new information, learners of all ages are better supported  

when reminded of relevant material learned previously or skills that they have  

already mastered — this strategy is often described as activating prior knowledge.2 

Researchers have found that activating prior knowledge is helpful in improving  

reading comprehension,3 math learning,4 and introduction to new science concepts. 

Other studies have supported the “pre-training” principle, finding that introducing 

key vocabulary and basic concepts early on, before progressing to more complex 

content, can greatly improve the learner’s ability to master complex concepts.5

2  Hattan et al. (2015)
3  Hattan et al. (2015)
4  Sidney & Alibali (2015)
5  Mayer (2005)

Summer Bridge Activities  

provides students with  

opportunities to regularly  

engage with familiar and new 

content, so that in addition to 

maintaining already acquired 

knowledge, they will be  

better equipped to encounter 

and process new material  

when it is presented to them 

the following school year.
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Spaced Practice
A large body of research has shown that when learning a new skill or concept, the 

most effective approach is to practice that skill repeatedly over time rather than in  

a concentrated burst.6 By revisiting information in shorter, spaced segments, the  

new information is much more likely to be stored in long-term memory rather than  

short-term memory (as is the case when material is first introduced, or when a  

“cramming” approach to studying material is employed).7 The boost in performance 

from spaced practice has been found across subject areas, including vocabulary8  

and mathematical problem solving.9 

Summer Bridge Activities 

utilizes the spaced practice 

approach by providing daily 

learning exercises designed  

to be completed in about  

15 minutes each day. This  

allows learners to engage  

with concepts, vocabulary,  

and skills in repeated, short 

intervals, in order to maximize 

retention and understanding  

in the long-term.

6  Weinstein et al. (2018);  
Dunlosky & Rawson (2015)

7  Kang (2016)

8  Petersen-Brown et al. (2019)
9 Taylor & Rohrer (2010)
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Family Engagement
The importance of parent and family involvement in children’s motivation and  

academic performance has been the subject of much attention, for elementary  

age children10 as well as for middle school children.11 Studies have shown that  

family involvement — whether through supervision of homework, discussion about  

activities completed at school, or direct participation in school events — has a  

profoundly positive impact on children’s attitudes12 and academic achievement.13  

Importantly, this positive effect has been found across gender, age, and various 

ethnicities and cultures.14 

Summer Bridge Activities 

includes a range of integrated 

supportive materials for  

parents and family, including 

a comprehensive skills matrix, 

activities that children and  

parents can do together,  

and suggestions for ways  

to support milestones  

along the way (e.g., star  

stickers, certificate of  

congratulations). 

10 Gailindo & Sheldon (2012)
11 Hill & Tyson (2009); Hornby (2011)
12 Ginsburg & Bronstein (1993)

13 Gailindo & Sheldon (2012)
14 Hornby (2011); Jeynes (2017)
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Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)
In the past decade, the set of competencies known collectively as SEL —  

encompassing self-awareness, management of emotions, interpersonal relationship 

skills, and empathy for others — has been gaining momentum and support among  

educators.15 Many K–12 schools have begun implementing SEL instruction either as  

a standalone curriculum, or integrated with subject area instruction, and are reporting 

that after doing so, students’ achievement scores reflect as much as an 11-point  

percentile gain.16 Experts have developed ways to weave in SEL-related content  

along with other best practices for subject-specific instruction in science, math, and  

literacy.17 Knowing what we now do about the benefits of SEL, it is clear that these 

skills should be deliberately developed in children both for their personal  

development as citizens and for their success as learners.

Summer Bridge Activities incorporates a set of Character & Fitness activities  

that fosters students’ SEL development, including appreciation of other cultures,  

reflection on emotion management and self-regulation, and perceptiveness of  

others’ characteristics. 

15  Jones (2016)
16  Durlak et al. (2011)
17  CASEL (2016); Garner et al. (2018); 

Dresser (2013)
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Hands-on Learning & Real World Application
When children are given a chance to engage in hands-on activities that teach or  

reinforce academic concepts and skills, research suggests that it boosts engagement 

and motivation as well as allows for deeper comprehension and improved  

retention.18 Furthermore, experiences that are authentic applications of concepts  

help students to readily apply their growing body of real-world knowledge in  

appropriate ways when they encounter new information in a traditional classroom 

context (e.g., in a word problem).19

18  Herrington et al.  (2014); Bouillon & 
Gomez (2001); ASCD (2002)

19  Verschaffel & De Corte (1997)

Summer Bridge Activities’ “Bonus” and “Take It Outside” features provide students with fun, 

accessible, and meaningful learning activities that support relevant STEM and humanities  

learning objectives. They are designed to encourage learners to take concepts and skills and 

directly apply them to engaging real-world scenarios (e.g., create a magazine with a friend  

on a topic of shared interest, plan a dream vacation and create a budget, make a DIY museum 

exhibit using flowers, leaves, rocks you find).
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