
Children’s Defense Fund 
Freedom Schools



What happens in the summer?

-Summer is a time of unmet opportunity 
for low-income children who experience 
summer learning loss (SLL) and the 
many risks associated with 
unsupervised, unengaged time.  

-SLL is the largest factor in the 
achievement gap in school performance 
for low-income students, according to 
the National Center for Summer 
Learning at Johns Hopkins University.  

-These losses are cumulative, 
contributing to social immobility and 
widening the opportunity gap.



On average, students’ achievement  
scores declined over summer vacation by  
one month’s worth of school-year learning.



Income-based reading gaps grew over 
the summer, given that middle class 
students tended to show improvement 
in reading skills while lower-income 
students tended to experience loss. 
Most children in poverty are 
disproportionately affected by SLL, 
with low-income students losing 2-3 
months in reading achievement over 
the summer, while their middle-
income peers make slight gains. 



Researchers concluded that two-thirds of the 
9th grade reading achievement gap can be explained 
by [lack of] access to summer learning opportunities 
during elementary school.



“…elementary students’ performance fall by about a month during the 
summer, but the decline is far worse for lower-income students.  Most 

disturbing, it appears that summer learning loss is cumulative…”
–The Rand Corporation



30 million word deficit
Children in poverty enter kindergarten with

as compared to their higher income peers.



- If lower income children can't continue to learn 
through the summer, they fall behind their 
higher income peers.  

- By the end of third grade, lower income children 
are typically two years behind in reading, due in 
large part to summer learning loss-the biggest 
reason for the achievement gap between low 
and higher income children.

Learning can't afford to 
take the summer off.



Freedom School 
helps to close the 
gap so students can 
keep pace and raise 
their self-esteem. 



What Are CDF 
Freedom Schools?

- Seek to build strong, literate, and 
empowered children prepared to 
make a difference in themselves, 
their families, communities, nation, 
and world today.  

- Give children safe spaces as they are 
taught by college student mentors 
from the communities where they 
live and who look like them. It’s hard 
to be what you can’t see.  

- Teach students they are not citizens 
in waiting but can make a difference 
right now.

Summer and after-school reading enrichment 
for children who might otherwise not have 
access to books to help curb summer 
learning loss and close achievement gaps. 



Program Highlights
- The program provides an exciting integrated reading curriculum including carefully chosen 

developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant books.  

- Children receive two meals and a snack every day in the summer program.  

- Parents are engaged through weekly workshops and child “scholars” are taught nonviolent conflict 
resolution and critical thinking skills and are required to engage in community service and social 
action projects. 



Most importantly,
Freedom Schools are FREE.



The core beliefs and 
educational philosophy that 
guide CDF Freedom Schools:

- All children are capable of learning and achieving at high 
standards. 

- Culture and community conditions influence child learning. 

- Appreciation and knowledge of one’s culture engenders self 
worth and the ability to live in community with others. 

- Education, teachers, and mentors are transformative agents. 

- Literacy is essential to personal empowerment and civic 
responsibility. 

- Effective teaching requires planning, creativity, and 
implementation, with reflection and processing. 

- Learning communities that offer a sense of safety, love, caring, 
and personal power are needed for transformative education. 

- Classroom discipline and management are integral parts of 
instructional practice. 

- Parents are crucial partners in children’s learning and need 
supports to become better parents. 

- As citizens, children and adults have the power to make a 
difference in their communities and be advocates for themselves.



The difference for Alabama
CDF Freedom Schools are unlike other summer programs because they give children 
three resources needed to develop their potential and inspire a love of reading and 
learning – literacy skills, character strengths and a community that believes in them.



Freedom Schools also create much-
needed jobs for college students. 



Financials



The cost to operate one 
Freedom School is $75k. 

That investment provides:
• 2 meals a day for the participants (breakfast & 

lunch) 
• The CDF Curriculum and books for the 6 weeks 

summer program (Every participant gets to keep 
all of the books, so kids start building their own 
library) 

• Daily Intense Reading Instruction from 8 to12pm 
• Daily Enrichment Activities from 1 to 3pm  
• Jobs for 5 College Students (Each college student 

earns 3k for working as Freedom School Servant 
Leader Interns) 

• All of the students participate in a Social action 
project that summer

None of which is required by the students or 
families that we are serving. 



More information about Freedom Schools 
and Summer Learning Loss.

‣ https://theworshipcentercc.org/index.php/freedom-school/ 
‣ https://youtu.be/tp93bEVr_0c 
‣ https://youtu.be/M2haD7FhMys

https://theworshipcentercc.org/index.php/freedom-school/
https://youtu.be/tp93bEVr_0c
https://youtu.be/M2haD7FhMys

