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Schools hope to 'jump start' into next year
Marney Simon
Staff writer
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Few things will make a child moan and groan as much as the mention of summer school. But unfortunately, for some
students, hitting the books in the summer months is the only way to ensure success.
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But a new proposal in front of the Reed-Custer School Board is hoping to make the need to head back to school while
others are on vacation less of a chore.
Reed-Custer Middle School Principal Pam Surprenant has been pitching the idea to the members of the school board.
The program will be a change from traditional summer school to a program called "Jump Start."
The idea is simple - to give students a positive learning experience to "jump start" their learning before they go into the
next grade. Surprenant said the program replaces the traditional model of summer school, where students simply retake courses they've failed. Instead, Jump Start creates a more comprehensive program that addresses the student's
overall deficiencies.
"The intentions of traditional summer school are good, they want kids to learn the content that they've missed,"
Surprenant said. "But over time, it's gotten a really negative connotation [of failure]. We're looking at the results that
we're getting from the kids that have gone through summer school, and started to wonder what better results could we
get. Rather than saying, it's a punitive thing, you've failed, you're in bad standing with us and you have to do the
summer school gig, it was really about making it more positive."
Surprenant said traditional summer school has been successful at Reed-Custer, but the hope was a boost to the
program so that students not only make up for poor grades, but are propelled into the new year.
One major new take on the program versus traditional summer school will be the addition of a physical education
component.
"There is a tremendous trend in the data coming out that says if you partner physical activity and intentional brain
activities, the learning is more sustainable, more meaningful for kids, and likely to be more applied into future
learning," Surprenant said. "We want to incorporate the physical part of it. You don't have to be in great shape, it's not
a sports camp, but a physical activity along with the academic activities."
Surprenant said that the addition of exercise to stimulate the brain is a theory
explained by Dr. John Ratey, who published the book Spark: The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain
in 2008. Dr. Ratey, an associate clinical professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, has conducted research that
shows that exercise can improve the ability to learn. Exercise can help to "supercharge" the brain, which can result in
sharpened thinking skills, enhanced memory and an overall positive impact on cognition.
Surprenant said using that theory, students will participate in physical exercises, such as obstacles or tossing a ball,
while at the same time defining words or identifying concepts.
"That way, the body is activated, the brain is activated," Surprenant said. "We're physically involved, we're not sitting
in rows like a traditional school day, we're saying let's partner the physical aspect with the learning aspect as well."
Another major change will be moving the program to the end of summer. Surprenant said that students can be
resistant to continuing school at the start of summer vacation. By scheduling Jump Start at the end of the summer
break, the kids will be ready to hit the ground running when the school year starts up in August.
"They're going to get ready, so that by the time they start the school year, they'll have an advantage that you wouldn't
have had before" Surprenant said. "So we can expose kids to reading strategies, math strategies, coping mechanisms
for incoming sixth graders and incoming ninth graders. So they know their building, they have connections with people
here."
Surprenant said the Jump Start program will help students with the skills they need, instead of throwing them into a
class where they've struggled with that subject before.
"It's really a positive spin on what we've done in the past," Surprenant said. "We're really dedicating ourselves to how
we make the learning really engaging. How do we make it less traditional than a classroom where you're sitting in rows
and working through packets. And how do we make it more collaborative so that the kids are working with different
kids. So we'll have 6th, 7th, 8th and 9th [graders], but we're really looking at the incoming 6th graders and 9th graders
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to have connections before they even start. The research shows that pays off in dividends, because they're already
committed to school rather than fearful or resentful that they had to go to summer school."
Surprenant said the school will look at multiple points of data to identify the students with deficiencies in reading, math,
and/or overall school performance, including organization and planning skills. The school will then analyze that data to
see which students are viable candidates for Jump Start. It's a change from the past's criteria, where two failed courses
meant summer school. With this plan, Surprenant said, the school is recognizing deeper needs of the students.
"What we're saying is, we recognize that there's some academic weakness, so here's what we're going to offer you to
get on to the right track for the next school year. That transition from middle school to high school can't be
underestimated. There's a lot that goes into getting kids ready to make that jump start into a different building, into a
different staff, into a different administration. So we want to maximize their opportunities to do really well. And also not
be punitive, you failed, now you have to take summer school."
The Jump Start proposal will affect middle school students and students going into their freshmen year of high school.
While the input of the high school administration was important to the process of creating the program, the high school
itself will not be a part of Jump Start. The high school summer school program will not change or be affected by the
change, and will still take place earlier in summer.
The school board is expected to take a vote on the proposal in March. If the Jump Start program is approved, the
program would start this summer. The program is expected to last about 90 minutes per day for four weeks.
"The ultimate hope is that we'll close the gap in what students haven't learned and what they will learn, before they
even start the school year," Surprenant said. "The hope is that we'll build confidence in their ability to be self directed
in their learning... The other goal is that connection, especially for students transitioning into a different building, to
say, I have a team of people who I know, have worked with, and have had academic success."
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