
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

For the sixth consecutive year, The Brain Forest Summer program achieved its goal of preventing 
learning loss typically experienced by students during the summer months. Through use of the 
National Summer Learning Best Practices and by providing high quality professional development 
for its teachers, the program has succeeded in its delivery of a safe, rich educational environment 
during its full-day, five week enrichment for Montgomery Public School students. Each year, the 
Montgomery Education Foundation continues to evaluate and adjust delivery, while spotlighting 
milestones. 

2018 HIGHLIGHTS 
▪ On average, the program resulted in students receiving over 80 hours of 

hands-on instruction, resulting in zero academic loss and on average 1 
month gain in reading and 2 months gain in math. 

▪ 30 MPS Elementary schools are represented with the highest number of 
students in attendance from Garrett Elementary (27) 

▪ 92% of students served qualified as “low income” per HUD national 
guidelines.  

▪ MEF increased student enrollment to 278 students after receiving over 400 
applications. Enrollment is on a first-come, first-serve basis 

▪ Student Attendance exceeded the National Summer Learning Association’s 
Best Practices recommended rate of 80%. Brain Forest student attendance 
rate was 87%. 

▪ Students participated in 80 hours of cultural and arts enrichment, along 
with physical activities.  

▪ Brain Forest Teachers participated in over 30 hours of professional 
development presented through partnership with the Alabama Best 
Practices Center, with a focus on Ron Berger’s Leaders of Their Own 
Learning: Transforming Schools Through Student-Engaged Assessment. 

▪ Successful parent/family engagement resulted in increased parental 
participation and support (before, during, and after the program); increased 
communication via new technology; and overwhelmingly positive responses 
on post program surveys. 
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

The Brain Forest Summer Learning Academy is a full-day, five week academic enrichment 
program offered by the Montgomery Education Foundation.  
 
The primary goal of the program is to prevent the academic skill loss that most students experience 
when their minds are not actively engaged during the summer. The program was piloted in 2013 
with 49 rising fourth grade students. Following the first year, key changes were made as part of a 
continued pilot. In 2014, the second year of the program, a total of 168 rising fourth, fifth and sixth 
grade students were enrolled and assigned to one of two school sites, Nixon Elementary and Carver 
High School. In 2015, the third year of the program, key changes were made as part of the continued 
pilot, serving an increased number of 204 rising fourth, fifth, and sixth grade students. In 2016, the 
fourth year of the program, a total of 237 students were enrolled. In 2017, the program entered its 
fifth year with an enrollment of 260 students. In 2018, the program’s sixth year, 280 students were 
enrolled -- serving four classrooms of rising 4th graders; five classrooms of rising 5th graders and 
five classrooms of rising 6th graders. All students were housed at Carver High School in one of 14 
classrooms. Participation was first-come, first-serve and was open to MPS students only. Students 
from a total of 30 different MPS schools enrolled. This year parents and guardians enrolled their 
children through an online application provided through MEF’s website and direct email. Upon 
registration with MEF, students were dually enrolled through Montgomery Parks and Recreation 
Department for afternoon recreation activities. 
 
 
FINANCIAL PARTNERS 

The Brain Forest Summer Learning Academy is made possible through MEF’s partnership with: 
▪ Montgomery Public Schools (MPS) 
▪ City of Montgomery 
▪ Montgomery Parks and Recreation Department (MPRD) 
▪ Montgomery County Commission 
▪ BBVA Compass Bank 
▪ Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc., Beta Nu Chapter 
▪ Coca Cola 
▪ The Working Women’s Home Association 

 

  
PROGRAM COMPONENTS 

The five key components of the program - academic instruction, physical activity and nutrition, 
social-emotional development, teacher professional learning, and parent engagement – were 
based on best practices as outlined by the National Summer Learning Association. Students began 
each morning with breakfast, followed by three hours of reading and math instruction using a 
project-based learning, and technology integration in the classroom. Each grade also completed 
a novel-study. After lunch, students participated in cultural and arts enrichment and physical 
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activities provided by MPRD, a variety of community partners, and the Brain Forest Classroom 
Assistants. Fridays were reserved for field trips and other fun, enrichment activities. 

 
ACADEMIC INSTRUCTION 

Students of all abilities were divided into classroom groups. Each classroom was led by a certified                
teacher and a classroom assistant. The classroom ratio was approximately 2:20, with 10 students              
for every teacher and classroom assistant. Two experienced Instructional Directors guided           
teachers through Star assessments, lesson plan development, behavior management, and          
professional development. 

As part of a strategic teaching approach, MEF used targeted standards per grade level with a                
keen focus on standards with typical low performance. Using Star Reading and Math, pre and               
post tests were created to hone in on the aforementioned deficits in both reading and math; the                 
tests measured proficiency levels of the students at the beginning and culmination of the program.  

Reading instruction was centered on novels which varied by grade level. The fourth grade              
students read Lemonade War by Jacqueline Davis, fifth grade students read Wonder by R.J. Palacio,               
and sixth grade students read A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle. Instructional activities              
focused on building skills like reading comprehension and vocabulary through project-based           
learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Math instruction was hands-on, with teachers utilizing a project-based approach with students            
including manipulatives and activities outside of the classroom. For example, teachers used the             
outside garden (constructed by E.A.T. South Farm) to instruct on measuring data. Teachers had              
access to SMART Boards as well as a class set of 16 Chromebooks for instruction. Teachers and                 
students utilized apps such as QR Reader, Chatterpix, Kahoot and Quizizz throughout the program.  

The program culminated with the Celebration of Learning where each grade level created a short               
video presentation of all of their accomplishments during the program. 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND NUTRITIOUS MEALS 

On average, only one in seven children in the United States who are eligible to receive free and                  
reduced lunch during the regular school year has access to these meals during the summer. With                
this fact in mind, the Brain Forest Program offered breakfast and lunch to every child daily. Lunch                 
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was provided through the USDA Summer Feeding Program. Juice was provided by the Cocoa Cola               
and parents. 

Students also participated in a variety of enrichment and physical activities through our             
partnership with MPRD. These activities occurred weekly and included swimming, horseback           
riding, kayaking, kickball, archery, and a scheduled field day for each grade level. 
 
SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
In 2018, the Social and Emotional Development Program was implemented as a core component of 
the Brain Forest. Students participated in lessons and activities to strengthen resilience, 
self-control, cognitive function, and coping skills. Whole group lessons focused on the following 
areas: 
 
Neuroplasticity - Harness the powers of the brain's potential by learning how the brain can change. 
Using “Growth Mindset” to improve focus, emotional control, and cognitive function. 
 
Coping Skills – Learning and practicing self-calming and self-help strategies that students can use to 
cope with stress. The “Feelings First Aid” Program. 
 
Leadership Skills – Develop leadership skills and self-control through the “Seven Habits of Happy 
Kids”. The main habits we focused on are #1: Being Proactive, #2 Begin With the End in Mind, #3 
Put First Things First, #5 Seek First to Understand Then to be Understood, and #7 Sharpen the Saw. 
 
Mindfulness - Improving emotional regulation and self-awareness through mindfulness training. 
Students with practice meditation and yoga to improve focus and learn relaxation techniques. 
Students learned triggers about triggers, and how to manage emotional responses. 
 
Sensory Items – Create and practice using multi-sensory items to use with self-calming techniques. 
Students learned the impacts of sensory items and relaxation techniques on the brain and body, 
such as changes in brain function and body chemistry. 
 
During our first year of social-emotional development for reach child in the Brain Forest, it 
became clear that there is a significant need for this support in our program. Students 
identified confidence, meditation techniques, yoga, and a boost in their self-image as positive 
benefits from working with our counselor. In the future, this component should be fully 
leveraged with additional tools for measurement and assessment.  
 
 
TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
Prior to the launch of the program, teachers participated in training and professional development 
sessions that encompassed classroom culture, instruction, behavior management strategies , 
technology integration, and project-based learning practices.  Following the start of the program, 
weekly, hour-long sessions were held for teachers to further develop in these core areas, conduct 
peer review and dialogues, and utilize new, innovative technological tools that could support their 

13 
 



Summer 2018 Report 

instruction. Teachers received 35 hours of professional development over the course of the 
program.  
 
PARENT ENGAGEMENT 
 
Following notice of acceptance, parents were invited to attend one of two mandatory orientation 
sessions where they will have the opportunity to meet their child’s assigned teacher and 
Montgomery Education Foundation staff. At this time, parents also receive further information 
about the program’s key components and scheduling. Following the start of the program, teachers 
were instructed to make contact with each child’s parent/guardian.  
 
Parents received ongoing daily announcements, incentives, updates, and news via an online/text 
messaging tool--Remind.  
 
 
STATISTICAL DATA 
 
Attendance 
 
The Brain Forest Summer Learning Program is traditionally a 5-week program; a total of 23               
instructional days and the last day of the program (Celebration of Learning event). 

 
● On average, students attended the program 87% of the time or 19 days. 

 
● The National Summer Learning Association suggests that programs have at least 80% 

attendance for best practices. For two consecutive years, the Brain Forest Summer Academy 
has reach at least 85% attendance, with the highest rate this summer at 87% 
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Academic Growth 
 
Star Reading and Star Math Assessment 
The Star Reading and Star Math Assessment was used as a pre and post test administered to all                  
participating students during the first and last week. This assessment is intended to measure              
proficiency in reading and math standards. As mentioned, targeted standards (deficiencies seen            
across the District) were identified and measured in reading and math. 
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FOURTH GRADE 
Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 

 
 
READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 3.5 
Average Ending GE Score: 3.6 
Average GE Gains: 1 month (0.1) 
 
 

MATH 
Average Baseline GE Score: 3.5 
Average Ending GE Score: 3.6 
Average GE Gains: 1 month (0.1) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
FIFTH GRADE 
Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 
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READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 3.9 
Average Ending GE Score: 3.9 
Average GE Gains: no loss/no gains 
 

MATH 
Average Baseline GE Score: 4.0 
Average Ending GE Score: 4.3 
Average GE Gains: 3 months (0.3) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SIXTH GRADE 
Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 
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READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 5.0 
Average Ending GE Score: 5.2 
Average GE Gains: 2 months (0.2) 
 
 

MATH 
Average Baseline GE Score: 4.9 
Average Ending GE Score: 5.1 
Average GE Gains: 2 months (0.2)  
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Enrollment 

 

● 30 MPS elementary schools represented  
● Schools with the highest numbers: Garrett Elementary - 27 (9.8%); Wilson - 19 (6.9%); 

Brewbaker Intermediate - 18 (6.5%) 
● Returning Students: 113 students (40%)  

o 5th grade - 47 students 
o 6th grade - 66 students 
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SURVEYS 
 
Student Survey Results: 
 
Students in all three grade levels received a survey that they completed anonymously on site during 
the final week of the program. In total, 95 students completed the survey. 
 

82% Agreed/strongly agreed that they learned something new 

89% Agreed/strongly agreed that their summer teachers care about them  

92% Agreed/strongly agreed that their classroom assistants cared about them 

 
On average, students ranked their overall Brain Forest experience an 8 out of 10. Students 
favorites activities and highlights included:  

● Lemonade Wars 
● Field Trips 
● Math (division) 
● Swimming 

 
Parent Survey Results: 

Parents/guardians of students in all three grade levels received anonymous surveys during 
the final week of the program. A total of  45 parents/guardians are represented in the post 
survey. 

95% Rated the Brain Forest Program as a positive experience for their child 

93% Agreed or strongly agreed that Brain Forest staff were courteous and competent 

75% Agreed/strongly agreed that they felt included in and informed about their child’s 
experiences in the program 

91% Agreed or strongly agreed that their child’s self-confidence in his or her math and reading 
skills improved during the summer 

91% Agreed or strongly agreed that they would enroll their child again if the program is offered 
in summer of 2018 

 
Teacher Survey Results: 

Teachers in all three grade levels received anonymous surveys during the final week of the 
program. All 14 teachers submitted surveys. 
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Training: 
 
79% Believed training week adequately addressed their 

concerns and questions 
99% Agreed that the professional development was useful 

100% Agreed that training prepared them  

 
Professional Growth: 

93% Agreed that Brain Forest was beneficial to their professional development 

79% Agreed that they learned new skills, lesson, and approaches that they could take into their 
classroom during the school year 

79% Agreed that they feel more confident as an educator 

Implementation: 
 
100% Agreed that they will use what they learned in Brain Forest in their classrooms during the 

school year 

100% Agreed that PD will be helpful to them in their classroom during the school year 

71% Believe the program was organized and well executed 

79% Agreed that the program makes a difference in the Montgomery community 

86% Believe they made a difference in the lives of their students 

 
Future Declarations: 

71% Agreed that they would want to teach again for the program 

71% Said they would recommend this program to their peers 

 
When asked about their best experiences with The Brain Forest program, staff 
members responded with the following common themes: 

● Relationships were built with other staff members (teachers and assistants). 
● Professional development was useful during the program and will be in their own 

classrooms. 
● New skills, lessons, and project based approaches were learned and valued from 

Leaders of Their Own Learning by Ron Berger. 
● Confidence as an educator was evident 
● Professional growth occurred using project-based learning 
● The freedom of teaching to be creative and meet students’ needs were valued 
● Data and learning targets used in the classroom were appreciated 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The sixth year of the Brain Forest Summer Learning Program saw the successful prevention of 
summer learning loss. Through experimentation with various partners and scheduling, it continues 
to remain clear that the program operates most smoothly when incorporated within an existing 
enrichment program at a school site.  
 
In its seventh year, the Brain Forest Program will strengthen the existing framework to allow for 
continued growth in enrollment, continue to diversify funding and support through community 
partnerships, and will continue to develop as a professional development institute for teachers and 
emerging education leaders. With these goals in mind, we present the following recommendations 
for the program: 
 
Staff Recruitment 

● Focus on marketing toward College of Education students. 
● Recruit teachers who are currently teaching in the 4th, 5th, or 6th grade. 
● Begin spreading word at the beginning of the year to amplify reach.  
● Scheduling of interviews recommended for mid-Feb. 

 

Student Enrollment, Attendance, and Parental Engagement 

● Enrollment was well executed; minor adjustments can be made in application for clarity and 
urther accessibility for all parents/guardians including distinctions between schools with 
magnet and general enrollment (i.e. Carver Elementary). 

● To account for student drop off, enroll at higher numbers per classroom. 
● Continue to emphasize student attendance and commitment throughout the summer. An 

increasing number of students are being pulled for a multiple days of the program due to 
travel teams, sports clinics, other summer programs, etc.  

● Consider incentivizing participation in the program through both students AND parents. 
● Work more closely with MPS to identify and enroll students from across the district who 

both will be committed to attending and can benefit the most from the program. 
● Form parent “support” group of willing parents to provide additional support for event 

preparation (anti-bullying week, talent show), donor support (calling local businesses, 
picking up donated supplies), and daily needs.  

 
Staff Orientation and Policy/Procedure Guidelines 
 

● Task teachers and CA pairs with coming up with a consistent attention getter. 
● Create time for the CA activities planning. 
● Consider appointing a two lead CAs. 
● Create policies/guidelines on staff interactions with parents.  
● Using years past experiences/activities as a primer for the culture and innovation in the 

program. 
● Create injury form and incident reporting form to train staff on its use during training week. 
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Breakfast and Lunch Program  
 

● Continue serving hot meals that are prepared by site staff, if possible.  
● Provide parents with a menu for the entirety of the program. 
● Conduct run-through with classroom assistants and Parks & Recreation staff on how 

breakfast and lunch procedure will be handled each day. 
● Maintain list of food allergies that can be easily accessed. 

 
Partnerships, Funding, and Support 
 

● Continue to diversify funding and support in order to establish a more stable and broad 
foundation for continuation of the program and specific program components, i.e. social and 
emotional development program. 

● Work with current partners to continue expanding the program, either through increased 
collaboration or a change in collaboration model. 

● Begin identifying partnership opportunities earlier for various aspects of the program 
(activities, snacks/drinks, incentives, supplies, technology). 

 
Teachers & Academic Instruction 
 

● Continue to implement a six-week professional development curriculum centered on the 
chosen professional development text, i.e. Leaders of Their Own Learning by Ron Berger. 

● Continue communication and support of previous Brain Forest teacher “alumni” to spread 
professional development influence into the MPS system. 

● Request principal recommendations with application. 
● Network with previous staff to develop and strengthen relationships with MPS elementary 

and middle schools. 
● Increase CAs support for teachers during morning time. 
● Provide teachers with as much classroom preparation time and collaboration time as 

possible throughout training week. Constantly touch base with them about fears and 
concerns that can be addressed. 

● Consider appointing a lead teacher for each grade that can assist with the transition of new 
teachers into the program and provide ongoing guidance (especially in planning for the 
Celebration of Learning). 

● Ensure each teacher has access to technology in their classroom.  
● Maintain a list of on-call substitute teachers that only MEF staff and Summer Director 

should access. 
● Research and implement a new novel for 6th grade students. 

 
Afternoon Enrichment 
 

● Continue implementing social-emotional  framework in ways that both meaningful and 
measurable. 

● Continue to work with existing enrichment partners, as they have more experience and 
resources than MEF alone. 

● Expand enrichment partnerships 
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● Continue implementation of STEM instruction with STARBASE. 
● Work cohesively with Parks & Recreation staff to identify clear standards and expectations. 
● Ask that Parks & Rec director assign a staff member to each afternoon group to maintain 

consistency and familiarity throughout the program. 
 
Field Trips  
 

● Do not schedule a field trip for week 1 of the program.  
● Schedule field trips as early as possible and avoid trips that will keeps students and staff 

outdoors for more 15-20 minutes. 
● Vet field trips to ensure the information will be relevant to the age range of students in our 

program. 
 
Celebration of Learning 
 

● Maintain a tight agenda with a focus on the student voice and work.  
● Students and attendees should spend no more than 35 minutes in the auditorium before 

dismissing for a showcase of each grade levels’ work (may take place in cafeteria, hallways, 
or teacher classrooms).  

● Communicate with parents ahead of time about timing of the Celebration so that as many as 
possible can make accommodations to attend.  
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