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The Challenge
Like many library systems, Chicago Public Library (CPL) provides summer literacy programming to its out-of-school youth each year. In 2013, The First Deputy Commissioner of CPL was interested in understanding the effectiveness of the library’s Summer Learning Challenge programming that promotes literacy for elementary school children. She knew that critical thinking and problem solving skills are critical to the academic trajectory of the CPL’s student patrons, particularly since students transition from “learning to read” to “reading to learn” in the 4th grade. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  http://readingpartners.org/our-impact/about-our-program/] 


The Use of Impact Measurement
The First Deputy decided to begin CPL’s data gathering activities by focusing on one library. She first worked with a few colleagues to determine what to measure.  The library had historically measured the number of books read by children in the summer program.  However, by conducting online research the group learned that the number of minutes a child spends reading is a stronger indicator of the habits that lead to improved language arts outcomes than the number of books read.  As a result, the group decided to track the number of minutes children in their summer literacy program spent reading as reported by participants, with a goal of 20 minutes per day (and a minimum threshold of 300 minutes of reading over the course of the entire summer). They also began to track students’ ability to articulate information about what they had read to librarians. As a complement to this data, CPL also surveys the parents of participants to gather perceptions about the effectiveness of the program and observations about their child’s reading habits as a result of the program. 

In partnership with researchers at Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, CPL was able to examine academic performance data from the Chicago Public Schools for the students who participated in the summer literacy program. This data shows an increase in performance in both English Language Arts and Mathematics among the 2013 CPL cohort over peers who did not participate in the Summer Learning Challenge.

The Opportunity
The First Deputy Commissioner for the Public Library has shared this data with library staff as a means to track the effectiveness of the summer program.  CPL will also use this information to demonstrate the value and importance of its services to the academic performance of local students, and to advocate for increased public and private funding.  The project can and will serve as a model for other Summer Learning Challenge programming throughout the Chicago’s Public Libraries and has the potential to impact the academic preparedness of thousands of children in the city each summer.
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