Arne Duncan on Summer Learning
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0x7kPBjOmw
Doris: Recently you have been talking about the importance of time as the factor in improving education.  How, and why is time so important?

Arne Duncan: When our children are struggling and they need to learn more, the most important thing to do is to spend more time working with them.  So many schools are doing a great job.  But we want to improve more and at a faster rate.  We want to keep our children safe.  Time is one of those big things where we can improve student achievement.  If we think about longer days and weeks and years and more time for children and for teachers and professional development.  When things are going the right way you want to still improve.  Investing more is important.

DORIS: You said six hours a day, five days a week, nine months out of the year just doesn't seem to work.  What countries are doing it right, and what can we do?

ARNE DUNCAN: There are many countries where students are going to school 25 and 30% more than we are.  They are going to school longer days and 20 to 30 more days a year.  I want to level the playing field.  I want our children to compete with the children in India and china.  In other countries they are spending more time in school than here.

DORIS: How many months a year would be right for children in American schools?

ARNE DUNCAN: 13.

DORIS: I think we only have 12.

ARNE DUNCAN: At the end of the day I think our academic calendar is based upon the economy.  That is why summers are off.  For the overwhelming majority of the students in the country they are no longer working in the fields in the summer.  Thinking about schools being open 12 and 13 hours a day six or seven days out of the week, I think it absolutely the right thing to do.  How you use that time, there is lots of time for creativity.  Really opening up schools during the after school for a variety of activities, academic enrichment, drama, arts, sports, music, chess and debate.  A reason to give children a reason to be excited about coming to school.  Also for parents, G.E.D. classes, family literacy nights.  The more schools become the center of family activity, the better the children will do.  We had about 24 schools in Chicago that had health care clinics attached to the school.  In every community around the country, our schools are phenomenal assets and resources.  They all have classrooms and libraries, computer labs, gyms, some have swimming pools.  Those great physical assets and resources don't belong to me or to the principal or the union.  They belong to the community and parents.  We need to open up our buildings and let these great resources be used for children and the family.  

DORIS: You have been on record saying you worry about summer learning loss.  What is it and what can students do to avoid that?

ARNE DUNCAN: It is devastating.  There is a ton of research.  We need to do something about it.  What we saw in Chicago and around the country is teachers working extraordinarily hard, children working hard.  They get to a certain point academically in June, and over the summer they lose that.  They come back in September furtherer behind.  It is literally taking a step backwards.  I worry about children that come from homes without a lot of books in them.  Some children in the summer are going to museums and visiting colleges and taking summer classes.  Other children don't have those opportunities.  I worry a lot about children from disadvantaged backgrounds falling behind at the time we need to be accelerating their rate of improvement.  We see school districts thinking differently about summer.  In Cincinnati, Ohio they created the fifth quarter.  Those students are staying in school a month longer.  I promise there will be real dividends from that.  Out of all of the money we put out, there is a huge opportunity to use this money to buy more time over the summer now.  More time after school.  More time on Saturdays and even on Sundays.  One of the best investments we can make with unprecedented resources is to create more time for the children and the families to benefit. 

DORIS: Lifelong learning every day.

ARNE DUNCAN: It is also about partnerships and not just money.  You can see innovative partnerships with the boys and girls clubs where the school runs the school from 9:00 in the morning to 3:00 in the afternoon and in the afternoon the y runs it until 9:00 at nine.  Thinking about this building and assets inviting the non-profit partners at a time when everyone is stretched financially.  Not to spend money on bricks and mortar, but taking care of children and the families.

DORIS: What are some of the characteristics of an effective summer learning program?

ARNE DUNCAN: I think it really has to stretch children.  I would love to see more and more students getting on to college campuses and pursue their interests and passion whether it is drama or sports or art or music or dance, really developing those skills during the summer.  Making sure they get that academic enrichment as well.  Balancing all of those things, academic support, growing their skill and interests and passion, and then helping them with that next step.  If they are in elementary school, think about high school and visual lies and understand what it takes to be successful there.

DORIS: What are some of the programs you implemented in Chicago to stop this slide?

ARNE DUNCAN: One of the things we did in the past is this past summer we brought back 15,000 freshmen, incoming freshman a month early on a voluntary basis.  We did that because we saw this tremendous drop off in attendance, behavioral issue between the eighth and ninth grade year.  That transition from a smaller school to a larger high school, that can be a very, very tough transition for our students.  So we brought back 15,000 freshmen on a voluntary basis, put them through a month-long academic enrichment and team building.  We hired juniors and seniors to be mentors and help those young people transition in.  Those types of things can happen around the country.

DORIS: Can states and districts use recovery act funds to create and expand summer learning opportunities for students?

ARNE DUNCAN: Not only can states and districts use recovery money to do this, we are really asking them to think very, very seriously about doing this.  We think this is one of the best investments that that they can make.  With increased money, one of the most important things we can do is to invest in time.  We can be creative right now and think differently about the summer.  We would love to see more of that happen and have districts and states planning for the summer and what are they going to do differently in the fall, how they are going to extend the number of hours their schools are open.

DORIS: OK.  With the notion of extended time and summer programs be a priority area for the race to the top funds?

ARNE DUNCAN: We will look at the race to the top fund, the $650 million investment in what works.  We want to invest in the best practices that are demonstrating ability to drive student achievement and raise the bar and close the gap.  Additional time in many, many places is a key, key component of that.  Stimulus dollars and competitive dollars going forward.  We want to look at what states are doing to give our students more academic opportunities and chances to grow their skill and reward and invest in those places very heavily.  

DORIS: Finally the burden has to rest on the parents.  What advice do you have for parents as we move into the summer to help their kids not slide?

ARNE DUNCAN: I think it is so important for the parents to read to their children and spend time with them.  We try to do that with our children every night.  Go to museums and libraries and get a library card.  Help students start to continue to learn and grow.  I really push hard literally in the fifth and sixth and seventh grades to visit college campuses and envision what is possible and out there for them and start to plan over the next couple of years what I am going to do to get into that university.  The more we can provide exposure and enrichment and help students improve and enhance their skills and get a better picture of where they are going.  That is hugely important for parents to do.  We are looking for parents to be more involved and engaged.  I know parents are under financial strain and duress.  It is very, very tough.  Whatever they can do to actively be engaged in students learning and academic support and success, there is nothing more important we as parents can do than that.

DORIS: Thanks for being with us.

ARNE DUNCAN: Thanks for having me.
