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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

For the fifth, consecutive year, The Brain Forest Summer 2017 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. 

2017 HIGHLIGHTS 

 On average, the program resulted in students receiving over 80 hours of 
hands-on instruction, resulting in zero academic loss and 2 months gains 
in math and reading. 

 Successful Grade Level Academic Gains: 4th grade – 3 months gain in 

reading and 1 month gain in math; 5th grade – 1 month gain in reading and 2 

months gain in math; and 6th grade – 2 months gain in reading and 1 month 

gain in math. 

 Nearly 80% of students served qualified as “low income” per HUD national 

guidelines.  

 MEF increased student enrollment to 260 students after receiving 565 

applications. 

 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.  

 Returning Students in 5th and 6th grades accounted for 30% of the student 

population.   

 Brain Forest Teachers participated in over 20 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. 

 New financial partnership with Coca-Cola for a health initiative and new 

cultural arts and enrichment partnership with Soul Series Photography 

and Art. 

Five years of the program has provided an opportunity for the Montgomery Education Foundation 

to review the program model in its entirety, with recommendations for development, as well as, 

celebrations of success. 
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CUMMULATIVE 5-YEAR KEY FINDINGS 

 Star Reading and Math assessments are most appropriate for pre 

and post testing. 

 Reading and Math instruction with the support of a novel-based 

curriculum offer creative and integrated methods for learning.  

 Student Enrollment and Cost are best accommodated in a 2:20 

classroom ratio consisting of a Teacher/CA and 20 students. The most 

cost efficient model is between $750 - $800 per child.  

 Student Attendance increases significantly with Parent Orientation 

Night and consistent communication and engagement. 

 The core Staffing Model, which includes two Instructional Directors, 

Teacher and Classroom Assistant for each classroom (2:20 classroom 

ratio), and a Director is sufficient. It is recommended that a) an 

administrative position (support to Director); b) a more strategic, 

afternoon enrichment staffing position c) a licensed counselor/social 

worker onsite to assist with social-emotional concerns of students d) 

an onsite technology coordinator be put into place as a means to 

provide additional support. 

 Dual “laboratory” environment for teachers and students offers 

valuable opportunities to apply hands-on learning for both. 

 A focus on schools that are representative of the District’s 

demographic presents an opportunity to significantly show “proof 

points” of academic possibilities. 

 Social-Emotional programs, strategies, and supports are important 

to benefitting each student, especially as MEF uses the whole child 

approach to development. MEF understands that students’ need for 

support does not end with their academic school year. This year, an 

Anti-Bullying/Kindness Week was established, serving as an example 

of how positive student culture significantly impacts the learning 

environment. 

 Breakfast and Lunch are also important to the richness and integrity 

of the program, by meeting a fundamental need for students and 

families.   
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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 -- serving four classrooms of rising 4th 
graders; five classrooms of rising 5th graders and four classrooms of rising 6th graders. All students 
were housed at Carver High School in one of 13 classrooms. Of the participating students, nearly 
80% qualified as low-income, and nearly 30% were returning “brain foresters.” Participation was 
first-come, first-serve and was open to MPS students. Students from a total of 30 different MPS 
schools enrolled. This year, parents enrolled their kids 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 

 Sylvan Learning Center 

 St. John's Episcopal Church 

 E.A.T. South 

 Soul Series Photography and Art 

  
PROGRAM COMPONENTS 

The four key components of the program - academic instruction, cultural and arts enrichment, 

physical activity, and nutritious meals – were based on Best Practices. Students began each 

morning with breakfast, followed by three hours of reading and math instruction using a project-

based approach in the classroom. After lunch, students participated in cultural and arts 

enrichment and physical activities provided by MPRD, a variety of community partners, and the 
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Brain Forest Classroom Assistants. Fridays were reserved for field trips and other fun, enrichment 

activities. 

2017 KEY FOCUS AREAS 

This year, The Brain Forest Summer Learning program focused on four important areas: 
technology, S.T.E.M. access, student classroom culture, and parental engagement. 
 

 Technology - Parents registered their students using the Brain Forest’s online application 
for the first time in the program’s history. Secondly, MEF used various technology methods 
as a means for teacher recruitment (video production for MPS’s Annual Principals’ 
Meeting); parent engagement (daily communication via texting tool--Remind); and testing 
(Carver H.S. provided chromebooks). 

 
 S.T.E.M. access - Rising 6th graders were bused to Maxwell AFB on Tuesdays and 

Wednesdays for a full day program  to participate in the STARBASE program, a Department 
of Defense funded program that partners with MEF to provide access to a hands-on, STEM 
experience aligned with National STEM standards. 

 
 Student Classroom Culture - In an effort to create community within the classroom, 

teachers were required to assign a job to each individual student. Teachers were 
provided flexibility on implementation of the jobs system and job selection. For example, 
fourth grade teachers chose to hold a job fair, where students applied and interviewed for 
jobs of their own interest. Sample jobs included supply manager, brain breaks leader, 
electrician (lights/smartboard operation), table captain, etc. 

 
 Parental Engagement - Parents received daily announcements, incentives, updates, and 

news via an online/text messaging tool--Remind. For example, parents were encouraged to 
share pictures of their students reading and reviewing math during the program’s closed 
days (due to inclement weather); based on participation, students received tickets upon 
return to use in the Incentive Reward Store. There was also an overwhelmingly positive 
response on parent post surveys regarding the program, which resulted in a parent 
volunteer, letter of support campaign to Brain Forest supporters and potential supporters. 

 
PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS 

 Weekly financial literacy seminars for 5th grade students - provided by BBVA Compass  
 Healthy eating initiative for 4th graders funded by Coca Cola in partnership with E.A.T. 

South Farm, Carver High School’s Culinary Arts Academy, and MPRD 
 Photography and art offered to all grade levels by Soul Series, an art, music and culture 

organization based in Montgomery  
 Increased teacher, CA, and parental communication through Remind technology  
 Afternoon enrichment groups led by Montgomery Parks and Recreation Dept. (MPRD) and 

Classroom Assistants; MPRD offered kayaking, water play, swimming, archery and 
horseback riding. Classroom Assistants, with a newly implemented activity manual, rotated 
students hourly to participate in various stations (Fun In the Sun, Artsy Craftsy, STEM, 
Teambuilding, etc.) 

 STEM activities provided once a week to 5th graders in the afternoon by volunteer Starbase 
staff 

 Star Reading and Math Assessment tool used  
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 Increased student enrollment 
 The program’s first ever Anti-Bullying Week incentive was introduced; significant increase 

in overall student conflict resolution and overall self-managed behaviors resulting in ZERO 
disciplinary infractions; students rewarded with “It’s Cool to not Bully” popsicle cool party 
sponsored by MEF board member Barbara Wells 

 Daily breakfast cereal and orange juice and milk (both provided by Borden Dairy Company)  
 Student Pick-up procedures were enhanced with an outside model that included student 

name placards for safety, a walkie-talkie/radio system for expedited effort, and rainy day 
procedures  

 

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 18:2, with 9 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 Out of My Mind by Sharon Draper. 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 iPads for instruction. Teachers and students 
utilized apps such as QR Reader, Chatterpix, Kahoot and Quizizz throughout the program. The 
program culminated with each grade level creating a short video presentation of all of their 
accomplishments during the program. 
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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 
was provided through the USDA Summer Feeding Program. Snacks and bottled water were 
provided by the Church of the Highlands (Small Group) and parents. 

Cultural and Arts Enrichment and Physical Activity 

In the afternoon, students engaged in a variety of enrichment activities provided by partners and 
Classroom Assistants. For example, through a healthy initiative partnership with Coca Cola, the 
Brain Forest launched its “Seeds for the Future” program for 4th grade, where students learned 
healthy eating habits, gardening, food preparation, and etiquette. Staff from Carver High School’s 
Culinary Arts Academy and E.A.T. South Farm led weekly hands-on activities that included banquet 
style table setting and farm to table food ideas. The program culminated in a student-led and 
student-prepared banquet held for their parents.      

Once a week, 5th grade students received financial literacy lessons, led by a team of BBVA Compass 
professionals. Students studied budget concepts for shopping; built fundamental, financial 
vocabulary; created spending plans with an emphasis on wants vs. needs; identified and calculated 
currency; integrated the function and usefulness of money with real world scenarios; and used 
mental computation for estimation and rounding.  

Students also participated in weekly art and photography classes provided by Soul Series. 
Students used watercolor and acrylic to develop sea creatures and self-portraits and iPads to 
explore photography around campus. 

On Friday mornings, student continued their learning on field trips throughout the Montgomery 
area. This year’s visits included two new sites, the MLK Dexter Parsonage Museum and a math 
scavenger hunt at Eastdale Mall, along with the Civil Rights Memorial Center; Museum of Fine 
Arts; ; the Montgomery Zoo; Governor’s Mansion; Auburn University Montgomery; Old Alabama 
Town; Alabama; WAKA’s Meteorology Department; The Planetarium; E.A.T. South Farm; and the 
Montgomery Fire Station. Upon returning from their field trips, students participated in activities 
led by Parks and Recreation and Classroom Assistants.  

In addition to these activities, 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, water play, and archery. 
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STATISTICAL DATA 

 
 

 
 
Note: The Brain Forest Summer Learning Program is traditionally a 5-week program; only 22 
instructional days were recognized due to the following events – two inclement weather 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% 

 

 Number of students who had perfect attendance: 35 (highest of all time) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2017 Student Attendance 

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. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

FOURTH GRADE 

 
Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 
 
READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 3.3 
Average Ending GE Score: 3.6 
Average GE Gains: 3 months 

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

 

 

 On average, students experienced ZERO loss in math or reading. 

In at least one subject, 86% of students were assessed in pre and 

post tests. In both subjects, 75% of students were assessed in pre 

and post tests.  

 
 On average, students gained 2 months in both reading and math. 
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FIFTH GRADE 

Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 
 
READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 4.0 
Average Ending GE Score: 4.1 
Average GE Gains: 1 month 
 

MATH 
Average Baseline GE Score: 3.8 
Average Ending GE Score: 4.0 
Average GE Gains: 2 months 
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SIXTH GRADE 

Average Grade Equivalent Gains (GE) 
 
READING 
Average Baseline GE Score: 4.4 
Average Ending GE Score: 4.6 
Average GE Gains: 2 months 

 
MATH 
Average Baseline GE Score: 4.3 
Average Ending GE Score: 4.4 
Average GE Gains: 1 month 
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 30 MPS elementary schools represented 
 Schools with the highest numbers: Morningview (20 students), Garrett (19 students), 

Dannelly (18 students), MLK (15 students), and Halcyon (15 students) 
 Returning Students: Overall, 30% of the population was returning students. 

 
 

 
 

MPS Schools Represented: Spring 2017 
Enrollment of 2017 Brain Forest Students 

BEAR Exploration Blount Elementary Brewbaker Elementary

Carver Elementary Carver Magnet Catoma Elementary

Chisolm Elementary Crump Elementary Dalraida Elementary

Dannelly Elementary Davis Elementary Dozier Elementary

Fitzpatrick Elementary Flowers Elementary Floyd Elementary

Forest Ave. Elementary Garrett Elementary Highland Avenue Elementary

Halcyon Elementary Johnson Elementary King Elementary

Macmillan International Morningview Elementary Morris Elementary

Nixon Elementary Pintlala Elementary Southlawn Elementary

Vaughn Road Elementary Wares Ferry Elementary Wilson Elementary
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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, 155 students surveyed (60% students represented) 
completed the survey. 
 

95% Agreed/strongly agreed that the program was fun 

98% Agreed/strongly agreed that their summer teachers care about them and want them to 
do their best 

83% Agreed that they learned new things about math and reading 

83% Agreed that they learned new ways to think during the summer 

80% Agreed that they would want to attend the program next year 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Parent Survey Results: 

From the Voices of Our Students: 

“What I liked most about Brain Forest was going to 
fieldtrips and learning.” – 4th Grader 

“What I liked most about Brain Forest was how teachers 
turned learning into a fun thing to do.” – 5th Grader 

“The thing I liked most about the program is 
EVERYTHING” – 6th Grader 
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Parents/guardians of students in all three grade levels received anonymous surveys during 
the final week of the program. In total, 167 parents and/or guardians surveyed out of 245 for 
pre-survey (66% of parents are represented in the pre-survey). A total of 37 parents/guardians 
surveyed out of 245 (15% of parents are represented in the post survey). 

96% Rated the Brain Forest Program as good or excellent 

96% Agreed or strongly agreed that Brain Forest staff were courteous and competent 

86% Agreed/strongly agreed that they felt included in and informed about their child’s 
experiences in the program 

92% Agreed or strongly agreed that their child’s self-confidence in his or her math and reading 
skills improved during the summer 

89% Agreed or strongly agreed that they would enroll their child again if the program is offered 
in summer of 2018 
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Staff Survey Results: 
Teachers and Classroom Assistants in all three grade levels received anonymous surveys during the 
final week of the program. Twelve teachers out of 13 submitted surveys, representing 92% of 
teacher survey data. Ten classroom assistants out of 13 submitted surveys, representing 69% of 
classroom assistants’ data. 
Training: 

64% Rated training week a 8-9 on a scale of 1 to 10 

83% Agreed that the professional development was useful 

100% Agreed that training prepared them  

 
Professional Growth: 

100% Agreed that they grew professionally during the program 

91% Agreed that they learned new skills, lesson, and approaches that they could take into their 
classroom during the school year 

100% Agreed that they felt that they made a difference in their students’ lives 
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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 

 
Future Declarations: 

83% Agreed that they would want to teach again for the program 

92% 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 

 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The fifth 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 sixth 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: 
 
Student Enrollment, Attendance, and Parental Engagement 

 Add 3rd grade and continue to serve rising 4th, 5th, and 6th grade students. The need among 
these grade levels is high and they are critical turning points in a child’s academic journey. 

 Make concerted efforts to improve student attendance and consider incentivizing 
participation in the program through both students AND parents, i.e. students are entered 
into a drawing on testing day AND on the Celebration of Learning event; an attendance 
percentage to be set in order for students to be entered in drawings; parent drawings to 
include back-to-school items that could alleviate the stress of back-to-school. 
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 Work more closely with MPS to identify and enroll students from across the district at 
greater numbers from targeted schools. 

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, ie. 
character/social and emotional development. 

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

 Work with current partners to continue growth of shared ownership of the program. 
 Identify new community partners to assume ownership over the program moving forward, 

ie. classroom sponsorships 

Teachers 
 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. 
 Recruit teachers from targeted schools through school meetings in the fall 
 Continue communication and support of previous Brain Forest teacher “alumni” to spread 

professional development influence into the MPS system. 
 Network with previous staff to develop and strengthen relationships with MPS elementary 

and middle schools. 
 Increase CAs support during afternoon enrichment 

Enrichment 
 Implement a framework for social emotional learning that is measurable (to include 

services with the whole child model, ie. counselor on site) 
 Continue to work with existing enrichment partners, as they have more experience and 

resources than MEF alone. 
 Continue implementation of STEM instruction. 
 Research and implement a new novel for 6th grade students 

 
The 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, and 2017 pilots have provided valuable and extended insight into the 
successful impact a high quality program can deliver to prevent summer learning loss. The 
experience, knowledge, and conclusions gained during four continuous summers will inform MEF’s 
vision for the future of the program. This work will also inform and support all community 
programs that serve or are considering serving children during the summer months. 
 
Of particular note, it became evident again this year the scope of the demand for the program as all 
three grade levels filled up and had considerable wait lists with little push for publicizing 
registration. The impact of the program is being recognized as the program gains visibility in the 
community. This highlights the importance of increased partnerships and diverse funding, support 
and ownership of the program in order to allow the program to grow to meet demand. This work 
will require continued work with new and existing partners throughout the city of Montgomery and 
the state of Alabama.  
 
The 2018 program will focus on piloting the long term scalable model that provides the greatest 
impact for students delivered in the most efficient manner to reach the most children in our 
community and the state.  
 

 


