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Extended time away from school will generate learning losses in both math and reading/literacy (e.g., 
Quinn & Polikoff, 2017). Research has shown that absences from school due to sickness, truancy, 
weather, summer, or other reasons have a substantial negative impact on student achievement. These 
losses are particularly acute for economically-disadvantaged students and schools (Gershenson, 2013; 
Augustine et al, 2016; Atteberry & McEachin, 2019). Moreover, the effects of long periods away from 
school – as in the case of summer vacation – accrue over time, further widening the resulting learning 
gaps (Atteberry & McEachin, 2019). Given the length of the gap from school expected due to the 
pandemic (two to three times the planned summer break), this is particularly concerning and points to 
the need for students to receive instruction in some form during this time. Concerns regarding the 
equity or quality of alternative education provided during the crisis should be weighed against the 
strongly negative and inequitable consequences of prolonged and unplanned school absence. 

Research suggests that academically-oriented programs offered during long periods away from school 
can mediate or even ameliorate academic losses that may occur during these times, and especially for 
low-income students. In particular, academically-oriented summer programs have been shown to 
minimize summer learning loss and in particular to improve the literacy skills of low-performing children 
(Borman et al., 2005; Borman, Goetz, & Dowling, 2009; Chaplin & Capizzano, 2006). Mandatory summer 
programs also lead to improvements in students’ math learning (Jacob & Lefgren, 2004; Matsudaira, 
2008; McCombs et al, 2009); voluntary programs are less effective (Augustine et al., 2016). 

Distance education doesn’t have to be online education. Research from both distance learning scholars 
and summer programming studies suggest that maintaining structured contact with students’ own 
teachers – those who have content and grade-level experience and who are familiar with their students 
– will help them to learn during this time. The literature is clear that the most critical element for 
distance learning is the maintenance of connection and interaction between teachers and students (e.g., 
Kim, 2006; 2007; Kim & White, 2008; Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). Indeed, students in online learning 
environments where there is little interaction (i.e., student-student interaction, student-teacher 
interaction, and student-content interaction) are more likely to become disengaged and are at higher 
risk of dropping out (Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). Building in regular and multiple forms of interaction is 
critical (Tallent-Runnels et al., 2006). The benefits of interactivity extend beyond the content benefits, 
also increasing student satisfaction (Bernard et al., 2009). 

The best learning environments blend asynchronous online elements, where students can go at their 
own pace, on their own time, have some choice over their learning, and are set-up to engage deeply and 
critically with course content with synchronous elements where students online are interacting with 
other students, their teacher, and content at the same time (Protopsaltis & Baum, 2019).  
 
Research shows that programs that required or clearly expected that students continue to learn and 
participate in learning activities, and spend more time in such activities, are associated with improved 
outcomes for students during times away from schools (Burkam et al., 2004). Parental involvement in 
students’ learning activities is also associated with greater efficacy, especially for younger students 
developing literacy skills (Phillips, 2011). 

Although research shows that online or distance education can be as effective as in-person education, 
these studies are based on the best of contexts and often use programs that have been developed by 
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experts over substantial periods of time. Expect that the efforts from districts and ISDs right now will be 
a patchwork of successes and failures. This, alongside the general and very real trauma facing students 
in the aftermath of the pandemic, should lead us to expect students to be behind when they come back 
to school (ideally) in the fall of 2020. Even with schools’ best efforts, we should not expect as much 
learning to take place in the remainder of the school year, and the “summer learning loss” 
phenomenon, along with resulting gaps, will be worse. 

Research also suggests several best practices for teacher professional development. In short, it must 
incorporate three critical elements: 1) content knowledge – teachers’ knowledge about the subject 
matter to be learned or taught; 2) pedagogical knowledge – teachers’ deep knowledge about the 
processes and practices or methods of teaching and learning; and 3) technology knowledge – teachers’ 
understanding of information technology must be broad enough to apply it productively and to 
recognize when technology can assist or impede the achievement of a goal, and to continuously adapt 
to changes in technology. In particular, teachers must understand technology content knowledge – an 
understanding of the manner in which technology and content influence and constrain one another 
(Koehler, Mishra & Cain, 2013). 
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