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LITERACY CAMPS: SUMMER SCHOOL
SUPPORT PROGRAM TO COUNTER
LEARNING LOSS IN READING
Over 30 years of research confirm that young
students experience learning loss in reading during
the summer period. For some, this loss will have
significant impact on the next school year. This phenomenon is even more pronounced among students
who have limited access to books and other learning resources outside the school and who come
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds
(Allington and McGill-Franzen, 2013). However, during the summer months, Aboriginal children living
in communities often have little access to books
(Stone Path Research Group, 2015) and to daily supervised activities; this causes a significant loss of
reading skills, sometimes equivalent to three or four
months of academic progress (Allington and McGillFranzen, 2013).
Learning programs offered during the summer period
have been identified as an effective way to counter
this loss of learning and to promote academic success
(Canadian Council on Learning, 2008). Frontier College, a national literacy organization, coordinates literacy camps for First Nations, Métis and Inuit children to
reduce the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children in terms of school success. These literacy
camps, in the form of day camps, take place within the
participating communities. They are free for children
and provide fun and structured activities focusing on
reading development and writing skills, in the Native
language as in the second language. In addition, children enrolled in the camps have access to a wide selection of books throughout the summer, which is also
one of the keys to maintaining reading achievement
between two academic years (Paul Murphy, 2013).
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This project was initiated in northern Ontario in 2005 in
collaboration with five communities of the Nishnawbe
Aski Nation. Ten years later, 99 communities across
the country that hosted a camp. In Quebec, 22 literacy
camps were established in 2015 through partnerships
with the Cree School Board, the Kativik School Board,
and the First Nations Education Council. These camps
had a significant impact on children who participated,
both in terms of academic achievement and of their
confidence and self-esteem.

100% of surveyed teachers said
that literacy camps had improved
school readiness and transition
for back-to-school in September.
THE GOAL OF THE LITERACY CAMPS: TO
COUNTER LEARNING LOSS IN READING
The goals of literacy camps are many. However, they
primarily aim at reducing learning loss in reading that
occurs in children during summer time. According to
the study, this loss can be countered simply by reading a minimum of five books during the summer or
by at least 30 minutes of reading a day and providing
an easy access to a variety of books (Kim, 2004).
Community and parental involvement is also one
of the literacy camp objectives. Parents, Elders and

other community members are invited to take part
in literacy camp activities as participants, as facilitators of activities or as special guests. This adult participation sends a positive message to the campers in
relation to the importance of education and learning,
while raising awareness of community members on
the importance of continued development of reading skills during the summer period.
Literacy camps also aim at strengthening the capacity of participating communities through the hiring,
training and supervising of facilitators within the host
communities as well as the collaboration with other
agencies offering services to the community.
In short, literacy camps focus on developing reading skills of children aged five to twelve years and
offer local facilitators work experience in the areas
of education and community development. The
involvement of parents and other community members, local hiring and collaborations with other local
resources allow animators to develop a rich and diverse program. Together, all these elements enable
the improvement of skills and self-confidence of
children’s learning, determining factors for decreased learning loss in reading and, by extension,
for future academic success.

PRACTICE NARRATIVE
In the summer of 2015, more than 6645 children
took part in a literacy camp across Canada, including

1,080 in Quebec. The model is very simple: Frontier
College works in partnership with First Nations, Métis
or Inuit communities and established literacy camps
for three to six weeks, depending on the needs of
host communities.
The model adapts to each of the partner communities. However, Frontier College usually hires teams of
animators, many of which are from the host community. The animators are typically aged 20 to 35 years
old and many are post-secondary students and local
school employees.
Frontier College offers a paid training period of one
week to all animators. The training covers a variety
of topics that enable animators to establish a rich
and balanced program. The main topics discussed
during the training tackle reading and writing strategies, culture and traditions, parents’ commitment,
the development of the program and the daily planning, without forgetting security and behaviour management as well as assessment of results.
Programming includes structured dayly reading
periods and fun activities that integrate literacy, which
according to research, helps reduce the learning loss
and success in the coming school year (Dianis, 2013).
A typical day at camp includes periods of individual
and group reading, sports and physical activities, arts
and crafts, journal writing and producing a group project to work on throughout the summer: for example,
writing and producing a play, the production of a
music video, the weekly correspondence with campers from another community, literary carnival, etc.
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IMPACT ASSESSMENT

SOME RESULTS

To assess the impact of the literacy camps, several
tools have been developed, including an array of
dayly activities on a daily basis (developed in partnership with Ryerson University). In addition, the number
of books read by every child and the number of minutes reading is recorded. Questionnaires intended
for campers, parents and teachers are distributed
and collected at the end of the camps. Testimonials
and letters of support also complete the evaluation
of the impact in a more qualitative approach.

In the summer of 2015, 530 children had the opportunity to take part in the camps. The number of participants increased steadily for three years, from 411
children in 2013 to 530 three years later. The number
of facilitators hired locally is also growing: 18 local
facilitators were hired and trained in 2015 in addition
to the 22 instructors from the South and 4 local assistant-facilitators, compared with 12 local employees
in 2014.

In the summer
of 2015, 530 children
had the opportunity
to take part
in the camps.

BRIEF CASE STUDY: LITERACY CAMPS IN
PARTNERSHIP WITH THE CREE SCHOOL BOARD
Frontier College and the Cree School Board have
partnered in 2013 to organize a camp in each of
the nine Cree communities of Quebec. The fourweek camps, located in the elementary schools,
are free of charge for all participants. Each camp
reached between 30 and 70 children, according to
community size.
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The results regarding the maintenance of reading
skills are convincing. Indeed, the children read approximately 50 minutes a day and an average of 8
books each, which is almost double the number of
reading recommended in research to prevent learning loss in reading during the summer. The children had access to 400 books in the camps, many of
which were of culturally relevant content. Thus, a total of 3600 high-quality children books remained in
the community upon camp completion.
Parents, Elders and other community members were invited to take part in activities on a
weekly basis. A total of 184 parents, for an average of 20 per community, took part in the activities at least once during the four weeks.
In addition, 44 community members, including
young Chiefs, Elders, the police and athletes came
to host an activity for the young campers.
The results collected through questionnaires for
parents also confirm the positive impact of camps
on children. Of the 67 parents who completed the
questionnaire, 95% said that their child had a bet-

ter attitude towards learning and reading; 85% said
than their child read at home because of their participation in the camp; 100%, confirmed that they will
enroll their child in the literacy camp the following
summer.
“Our kids have not stopped talking about
the literacy camp, about the facilitators and
learning they have made. They spoke of experiences, reading and games… We have
noticed that our children now read a few paragraphs independently and it changed their
perception of reading. We hope you come
back next year!”
Regarding the results noted by teachers in 2014,
100% of surveyed teachers said that literacy camps
had improved school readiness and transition for
back-to-school in September. They also claimed to
have seen a great improvement in literacy skills from
children who participated in one of the camps. As
one teacher said, “there is a significant and measurable difference in [sic] the reading skills of children
who participated in the camp. The children returned
to school ready to learn and skills have been sharpened by their summer camp experiences. ”

CONCLUSION
Finally, literacy camps are an effective means to reduce
the impact of the learning loss in reading of students.
They enable children to return to school in September with all the enthusiasm and all the skills they
need to succeed.
Overall, the key to the success of this project lies
in the fact that each camp is based on the specific
strengths of the host communities and is anchored
at the heart of local culture and traditions. The model is based on a well-structured training of facilitators that incorporates best practices developed
over the years, but remains very flexible and leverages the expertise and resources of communities,
schools and school boards throughout the summer.
Moreover, the participation of community members, including parents and Elders, the hiring and
training of local facilitators, and collaborations with
various local agencies strengthen the capacity of
host communities regarding the programming offer
in community literacy.

As regards the practice, the next steps of this project
lie in the development of an offer to literacy activities for the whole community and taking place throughout the year in communities where the need was
identified. Finally, with respect to the evaluation of
the practice, a longitudinal evaluation of the impact
of the literacy camps, in areas where the project has
existed for several years, will target the real impacts
on academic and social for a long period of time.

REFERENCES
Allington, R. L. et McGill-Franzen, A. (2013). Summer Reading: Closing the Rich/Poor Achievement Gap. New York, NY : Teachers College Press.
Stone Path Research Group. (2015). Aboriginal Peoples and access
to Reading Materials [PDF]. Found in http://www.nationalreadingcampaign.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/FinalReport-National-Reading-Camaign-Committee-March-Final-Report-Appendix-Free.pdf
Canadian Council on Learning. (2008). Summer Learning Loss
[PDF]. Found in http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/ LessonsInLearning/Jun-12-08-Summer-Learning-L.pdf
Murphy Paul, A. (2013, 1er juillet). Do Kids Really Have Summer Learning Loss?. Time. Found in http://ideas.time.
com/2013/07/01/do-kids-really-have-summer-learning-loss
Kim, J. (2004). Summer Reading and the Ethnic Achievement Gap.
Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 2(9), 169188. Found in http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/jameskim/
files/2004_ms1583-summerreading-edited_website.pdf
Dianis, B. (2013, 11 juin). 7 Ways to Prevent Summer Learning Loss.
Edutopia. Found in http://www.edutopia.org/blog/7-waysprevent-summer-learning-loss-barbara-dianis

41

