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Can Summer Philosophy Programs  
Help Close the Achievement Gap?

Bailie Peterson
University of Northern Colorado

ABSTRACT: While summer break presents educational and recreational oppor-
tunities for some students, students from depressed socioeconomic groups may 
face significant obstacles in the summer, including learning loss. In general, these 
students also lack access to a wide range of intrinsic and instrumental benefits 
attached to the study of philosophy. While there are currently existing philosophy 
programs, this contribution highlights the connections between summer experi-
ences and the overall achievement gap, while identifying specific practices shown 
to yield successful summer programs. Philosophy provides an impressive set of 
benefits, including academic skills and opportunities for personal growth and 
development. Incorporating best practices while focusing on the methods and 
content of philosophy should, therefore, yield particularly rewarding programs. 
Due to these benefits, summer philosophy programs should be researched, de-
veloped, and expanded.

KEYWORDS: achievement gap, philosophy for children, summer enrichment, 
summer slide

Introduction

ALTHOUGH STUDENTS RARELY� have the chance to study philosophy before college, 
there is considerable, demosnstrable value in teaching philosophy to elementary, 
middle, and high school students. In addition, the methods and content of phi-
losophy courses could fill an unmet need for summer enrichment opportunities, 
which would be especially crucial for the most disadvantaged students. Although 
there are many methods to help these students, I will argue that summer philoso-
phy programs offer a unique set of benefits, and therefore, should be developed, 
researched, and expanded.
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While there has been substantial work to argue for the benefits of phi-
losophy, and, separately, to discuss methods to combat the gap in academic 
achievement that exists between students from different groups, my goal is to 
show that summer philosophy programs would not only aid in these efforts but 
could offer additional benefits.

I will begin by considering arguments that summer creates challenges that 
adversely affect the most disadvantaged students most. While there is some con-
troversy about the relationship between summer and overall gaps in achievement 
among more and less advantaged students, I will include independent reasons 
to prioritize summer interventions. Next, I will provide reasons to support the 
growth of philosophy programs, in particular. I will end with reflections and 
suggestions for implementing summer philosophy programs, based on existing 
research and experiences working with K–12 students.

Before going further, I’d like to address a concern that some readers may 
have. Given that philosophy is not included in standard pre-college curriculums,1 
and, given the demands on teachers to ensure that students meet other learning 
outcomes during the school year, one might think that summer enrichment pro-
grams should be focused solely on improving core school-year skills. A related 
concern is that adding philosophy during the summer has no link to school year 
progress, and so, would not be able to affect the achievement gap.

In response, note that there are wide-reaching benefits to the study of phi-
losophy, including the ability to improve the skill sets needed for success in the 
traditional classroom. If I am correct in my arguments below, summer philoso-
phy programs could provide a novel means to serve students’ needs both during 
the summer and when they return to the classroom. Setting further discussion 
aside, for now, I will first describe how differences in students’ summer experi-
ences can lead to challenges for economically disadvantaged students.

I. The Impact of Socioeconomic Factors in and out of School

Summer break varies widely for K–12 students, depending on factors like home 
life, access to enrichment, summer jobs, and family obligations. For many stu-
dents, summer offers recreation, relaxation, and educational opportunities not 
always available during the school year. For others, however, summer not only 
lacks these benefits, but can be the source of setbacks in reading comprehension, 
math, personal development, and social skills (Alexander, Pitcock, and Boulay 
2016, 1). Primarily due to socioeconomic factors, these students are unable to 
access enrichment opportunities to allow for improvement, or even to maintain 
the academic progress they gained during the school year (ibid., 3; Alexander, 
Entwisle, and Olson 2007). Furthermore, summer break poses larger challenges, 
reflective of the overall network of issues referred to as the “achievement gap,” 
or the gap in performance between students from different racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic groups on measures of academic progress.2 Although the effects 
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of summer are just one part of a broad and complex set of social issues related to 
the achievement gap, my thesis specifically aims at improving student’s summer 
experience as a means to affect a small part of a much larger issue.

I.1. Student Summer Experiences

While acknowledging factors that may impede the ability for all students to re-
ceive equal benefits during the school year (e.g., differences in teacher retention, 
class size, and school infrastructure), to a large extent, students receive the same 
educational content (Downey 2016, 13–14). In public K–12 schools, textbooks 
and supplies are low cost or provided, there are cost reductions or waivers for 
lunch, and school itself is free. Standards for teachers and grade-level curricula 
are set at the state or federal level, and lower performing schools may receive 
extra aid (Downey 2016, 14–15). In contrast, there is a significant disparity in 
what takes place outside of the school year.

This disparity can be made clear by considering reports from actual stu-
dents. In June 2019, I taught a 2-week philosophy class for students in my local 
school district.3 The contrast between the experiences of two students in the class 
is illustrative of the role that socioeconomic factors play in students’ summer 
experiences.

The first student lives in a rural community without reliable internet access 
or transportation. She is also responsible for childcare for her younger siblings 
while the adults are at work. Like many fourteen-year-olds, she was keen to es-
tablish her independence and enjoyed sharing her perspective in class. She found 
philosophical discussion particularly rewarding, as she was able to make sup-
ported arguments in favor of her views, rather than just sharing her opinions. 
This student expressed dismay as our session wrapped up, as the rest of her sum-
mer was anything but a vacation.

For another student, this class was merely one educational opportu-
nity among many others. After sharing tales of international vacations and 
recreational activities, she let us know about the summer camp she would be 
attending the following month. I have the opportunity to teach philosophy there, 
as well, and am familiar with various aspects of the program, including the price 
tag—not exceptional for similar sleepover camps, but a clear obstacle for the 
rest of my June students. This camp was discussed frequently until another stu-
dent expressed frustration and shared that she had attended the same camp on 
scholarship, in 5th grade, and had applied to return every year since. She wasn’t 
selected, and the cost made it impossible for her to attend otherwise. A two-week 
intensive full-day camp, with a focus on academics and creativity, would boost 
learning progress far more than alternatives like sitting at home, watching TV, 
caring for siblings, working summer jobs (not all of which were enriching) or 
just killing time. The stark contrast between the students who could and could 
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not participate highlights the need for free, subsidized, or affordable summer 
options.

I.2. Statistics on Socioeconomic Factors

Although these are individual anecdotes, these experiences reflect a general pat-
tern found in the literature, based on factors directly related to socioeconomic 
status (SES). Consider the criteria the National Center for Education Statistics 
uses to compare homes in terms of socioeconomic status (NCES 2012). One 
assessment given to fifteen-year-olds, for example, is an index of home posses-
sions. This includes a measure of the number of books in the home; wealth (as 
indicated by room of their own, internet link, dishwasher, DVD player); cultural 
possessions (like classic literature, art, and books of poetry); and home educa-
tional resources (like a desk and quiet place to study, a computer available for 
schoolwork, educational software, technical reference books, and a dictionary).

This study can help flesh out the contrast in home environments for stu-
dents from different economic backgrounds. It is not difficult to see that homes 
with 0–10 books will offer students exposure to a significantly smaller range 
of vocabulary, topics, authors, and viewpoints compared to homes with 500 or 
more books, the highest category in the NCES measure. Considering that these 
differences apply year-round, we can imagine that they have a strong impact in 
the summer when the primarily uniform school experience is removed and the 
time students inhabit drastically different worlds is increased.

The same report summarizes the findings of various researchers who argue 
in the same direction. For example, Spaeth’s suggestion that “SES might indicate 
the complexity of a child’s cognitive environment” and that some home environ-
ments better prepare students for school (1976, in NCES 2012, 13). Also, Levin 
and Belfield’s claim that children from socioeconomically disadvantaged groups 
are less likely to have a “school-like” home environment or daily routine, and 
have weaker language interactions with parents (2002, in NCES 2012, 13). Ad-
ditionally, the study highlights Walpole’s observation “that low SES students also 
tend to have less access to cultural capital (specialized or insider knowledge not 
taught in schools) and social capital (contacts in networks that can lead to per-
sonal or professional gains; Coleman 1988) which have been argued to be key 
components of a students’ educational success (2003, in NCES 2012, 13).”

These are all factors that take place outside of the classroom—at school, 
every student has access to a desk, basic supplies, and instruction. Efforts are 
made to reduce distractions, support different learning styles, and accommodate 
disabilities in the classroom. However, there are no independent standards to 
ensure that at home, students have desks and computers, a quiet study space, or 
access to books and positive, educationally enriching activities, which can cause 
them to fall behind academically.
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I.3. Summer Learning Loss

The fact that students fall behind during the summer has been noted since at 
least the turn of the last century (Pitcock 2018, 5), but came into critical discus-
sion with the efforts of sociologist Barbara Heyns to explain what she observed 
in Atlanta, GA, in the 1970s. Heyns found that while black children and children 
from lower socioeconomic groups performed at the same rate during the school 
year, they fell behind during the summer months (Heyns 1978; 1987). Many con-
temporary scholars have arrived at similar results, arguing that students from 
socioeconomically disadvantaged families fall behind to a greater degree than 
their more advantaged peers.

In a collection exploring the impact of summer break on the achievement 
gap, Alexander, Pitcock, and Boulay argue that the gap stems primarily from 
what takes place at home, rather than in the classroom (2016).4 Various stud-
ies confirm these claims. For example, Atteberry and McEachin find evidence 
of summer learning loss through their analysis of the NEWA Measures of Aca-
demic Progress Assessment, a computer-adaptive test given in math, reading, 
science and social studies in districts across the nation (2016, 38). The authors 
included data from over 500,000 students in grades 2 through 9 and found that 
there was sufficient statistically significant data to support the claim that the 
achievement gap increases over the summer (ibid., 40). They argue that “[t]he 
results show how differences in summer experiences by themselves can lead to 
sizable achievement gaps over time. This illustrates that even in an ideal world 
where school inequities could be eliminated, achievement gaps would arise sim-
ply because of the summer break (ibid., 43–44).”5

Other researchers found similar results. For example, Entwisle, Alexander, 
and Olsen found that there was a reading comprehension gap between low and 
middle-income students, and that it that grew from half of a grade level in the 
fall of 1st grade to three grade levels by the spring of 5th grade, as a result of sum-
mer loss (1997). Further analyses suggest that these students were much more 
likely to drop out of high school, less likely to pursue a college preparatory track 
in high school, and unlikely to attend college (Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson 
2007; 2014; Alexander and Condliffe 2016). Naturally, these differences in ex-
perience and achievement can lead to depressed economic prospects as adults, 
and further research highlights additional losses in overall learning, health and 
well-being, future career opportunity, and the support needed to break cycles of 
intergenerational poverty (Alexander, Pitcock, and Boulay 2016, 1).

There are clear reasons to consider the tremendous impact of the disparity 
between students’ home lives outside of school, and especially over the summer 
break. It is possible to conclude that these at-home differences between high and 
low-income students are one of the root causes of the achievement gap.

It is important to note, however, that not all scholars agree with these re-
sults. For example, von Hippel and Hamrock (2019) contest previous studies, 
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citing concerns related to data collection, and inconsistencies in reported results, 
leading them to question the extent to which score gaps increase in the summer 
(2019, 44).6 Nonetheless, they identify an achievement gap that is present previ-
ous to kindergarten (2019, 75). The authors further acknowledge that, even if 
the gap is in place before school begins, there are still worthwhile interventions, 
in elementary, middle, and high school (ibid.).7 Also, they provide independent 
reasons to promote summer learning programs, stating that “[t]he potential of 
summer learning programs is clear from nearly every figure in this article. Al-
though the figures do not consistently show that score gaps grow in summer, 
they do consistently show that summer learning is slow for nearly all children, 
including children from advantaged groups. [ .  .  . ] It is important to make the 
most of th[is] opportunity, through summer learning programs, through ex-
tended school years for disadvantaged children, or through policies that help 
poor parents and improve the home environments of disadvantaged children” 
(ibid., 76).

Therefore, even if summer loss plays less of a role in increasing, rather than 
maintaining, the achievement gap, summer programs nonetheless offer an excel-
lent opportunity to provide disadvantaged youth with resources to help close the 
gap. My main argument, that summer philosophy programs should be expanded 
and could help reduce the gap, stands, even if the effects of summer learning loss 
are more nuanced than some scholars suggest. I will now provide support for the 
claim that summer programs are effective at increasing students’ skills in areas 
like reading and math.

II. Combatting the Summer Slide through Summer Enrichment

II.1.Summer Programs Can Help

There is substantial evidence to show that summer learning programs can di-
rectly mitigate summer learning loss and improve students’ knowledge base 
in areas including math and reading (Atteberry and McEachin 2016; Kim and 
Quinn 2013; McCombs et al. 2012; McCombs et al. 2015). The recent increase in 
programs and interventions to reduce summer loss further indicates significant 
support from both the federal and non-profit sectors, including the proclama-
tion of a National Summer Learning Day, and grant opportunities directly for 
summer interventions.8

Reports from a variety of K–12 summer programs lend further support, 
with evidence of significant gains for participants in programs in Boston, Bal-
timore, and Chicago, for example (Ackman, White, and Kim 2016; Roderick, 
Jacob, and Byrk 2004; Portz 2004). Federally funded programs like Upward 
Bound, which is shown to impact high school success and graduation rates in 
addition to increasing student learning, are further examples of successful sum-
mer interventions (Augustine et al. 2016).9 As long as the programs meet specific 
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goals (as outlined in section IV, below), participants have been shown to improve 
their standardized test scores in the areas of most academic loss after completing 
summer programs (Augustine et al. 2016). Additional research highlights other 
benefits of summer programs, e.g., a positive impact on psychosocial well-being 
and self-esteem (Bohnert et al. 2016, 183–184).

It is also worth acknowledging that families affected by the achievement gap 
are likely to participate in these programs, as there are reports showing support 
and interest (Pitcock 2016; Deutsch 2017, v). 2014 surveys from the Afterschool 
Alliance, for example, show that 85 percent of families support funding for sum-
mer learning programs (Pitcock 2016, 72). Parents have significantly increased 
annual enrichment spending over the past forty years (Pitcock 2016, 71) and 
frequently list cost and proximity as the main reasons for selecting specific sum-
mer programs for their children (McLaughlin and Pitcock 2009, 2). If more low 
cost, local programs were introduced, families would be likely to take advan-
tage of them (Pitcock 2018, 7). In addition to the demonstrable benefits, there 
appears to be significant interest, which provides strong reasons to develop sum-
mer programs.

II.2. Other Summer Inequities

Before moving on, it may be worthwhile to consider other differences in the dis-
tribution of summer obstacles and opportunities among students. This is, again, 
partially because the inequities between students are exacerbated when the miti-
gating effects of the more similar school year experience are removed.

On the health front, for example, consider that only 16 percent of students 
who qualify for free or reduced lunch access it in the summer months (Pitcock 
2018, 6). This is due to many factors, including lack of availability, lack of aware-
ness, and stigma about going to meal sites (ibid.). A related statistic is that summer 
weight gain for children increases in the summer months and affects economi-
cally disadvantaged students more than others (Bohnert, Zarrett, and Heard 
2016, 162). This statistic is at odds with the idea of summer vacation as a time 
when students are outdoors and active—indeed, students who live in dangerous 
environments, or lack supervision, are often stuck indoors with little physical ac-
tivity or outdoor entertainment (Pitcock 2018, 7). Because many children come 
from single-family homes, children are more often at home without supervision 
in the summer and are left to entertain themselves (Deutsch 2017, v).

There are also differences in access to health care, affordable housing, and 
safe neighborhoods. Exposure to crime increases for disadvantaged students 
when school is out, and a lack of access to community centers, including public 
parks and libraries, is a factor for some, including those from remote rural com-
munities (Bohnert et al. 2016).

While these issues are not the specific focus of my paper, they too can 
be aided by summer enrichment programs. For example, if the community in 
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which the intervention is to take place includes many food-insecure students, 
lunch can be included from the initial planning stages onward. Furthermore, the 
potential to focus on providing meals could be a way to secure funding. As Pit-
cock suggests, given that some federal programs provide grants for educational 
enrichment that include meals, including the National School Lunch Program 
Seamless Summer Option, and the Summer Food Service Program, including 
this in program design could serve multiple purposes (Pitcock 2016, 74). In 
general, prior awareness of the challenges students face in the summer makes it 
possible to build programs specifically designed to counter them.

I will now highlight additional factors that make summer philosophy pro-
grams particularly beneficial.

III. The Benefits of K–12 Philosophy

III.1. General Benefits

At this point, it should be clear that summer inequities, including learning loss, 
are significant issues, and that a variety of summer programs could help, espe-
cially for the most disadvantaged students. One might wonder what is special 
about philosophy programs, as opposed to other options. While I believe that 
there are strong reasons to develop summer interventions overall, and, in par-
ticular, programs that attempt to aid the least advantaged children, philosophy is 
an effective, independently valuable, and important subject to include.

I want to advance the thesis that summer philosophy programs will not 
only help with summer learning issues but will simultaneously encourage in-
dividual benefits, including socio-emotional growth and personal satisfaction. 
Also, programs that are designed based on the goals I set out below would help 
combat other aspects of the achievement gap; e.g., potentially increasing college 
enrollment and completion for underrepresented students. Further benefits to 
the field of philosophy are also possible, as discussed below.

In the United States, the efforts of philosophers beginning around the 1970s, 
especially Matthew Lipman, Ann Margaret Sharp, and Gareth Matthews, helped 
form the foundation of sustained efforts to bring philosophy into the pre-college 
classroom.10 These efforts have helped spearhead national and international sup-
port and have led to significant research favoring pre-college philosophy. For 
example, there is strong empirical evidence that studying philosophy before 
college develops and sharpens skills related to reading comprehension, analytic 
reasoning, and logic (Trickey and Topping 2004; 2007), as well as improvement 
on those portions of standardized tests evaluating problem-solving skills (Fred-
erick 2005). In addition to these types of skills, studies link philosophy programs 
in K–12 schools to an increase in socio-emotional growth, independent think-
ing, and positive self-esteem (Millet and Tapper 2012; Mohr Lone and Burroughs 
2016). Finally, further research supports the ways that students can improve 
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performance when they take a personal interest in their learning (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004; Martin 2001; Kizel 2016). Philosophical education 
provides an impressive range of both intrinsic and extrinsic goods.

These rewards may be reflected at the university level as well, where phi-
losophy majors are known to outperform all other majors on the Law School 
Admission Test and the verbal and analytic reasoning segments of the Graduate 
Record Examination.11 Philosophy majors perform well above average on the 
Graduate Management Admission Test and have higher mid-career salaries than 
students with 4-year degrees in most other humanities and social science ma-
jors.12 If these results can be shown to stem from the study of philosophy, rather 
than demonstrating that students likely to do well on these tests tend to study 
philosophy, it strengthens the case for increasing the reach of the field.13 Encour-
aging an interest in philosophy benefits K–12 students immediately, and if their 
interest leads them to pursue university study or take further philosophy courses, 
these benefits may compound.

III.2. The Community of Inquiry and Philosophy for Children

Because philosophy relies on various methods and covers an impressive breadth 
of topics, it is useful to focus on some of the specific goals within the practice of 
philosophy for children, when identifying benefits. Rather than viewing the field 
as a particular body of knowledge, we can understand philosophy for children 
as an approach to a wide range of questions, capable of being tailored to indi-
vidual interest, and dedicated to encouraging “philosophical sensitivity” (Mohr 
Lone 2012; 2013, Mohr Lone and Burroughs 2016). Although there are differ-
ences in approach, there are common goals and methods within the practice 
of philosophy for children. For example, the method of Community of Inquiry 
is an approach used by many who work in philosophy for children and can be 
defined as “a group of individuals who collaboratively engage in purposeful criti-
cal discourse and reflection to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual 
understanding (Garrison 2011, 15, quoted in Mohr Lone and Burroughs 2016, 
53).” This is a Learner-Centered model that involves a focus on student’s devel-
opment, articulation, and support of their views rather than, e.g., an ability to 
recite specific facts (Wartenberg 2009, 18). With this method, students direct the 
course of the investigation, and that dialogue itself can provide evidence of the 
success of the lesson (ibid.).14

Asking students to reflect on questions that mean the most to them, and 
allowing them to present, critique, re-work and re-evaluate the views of others 
as well as their own, can be a source of personal pride and satisfaction as well 
as a way to build knowledge and relevant skills. This approach hones students’ 
abilities to consider and respond to diverse points of view while enabling self-
reflection and increasing engagement.
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Although philosophy is not currently a part of the required K–12 curricu-
lum for most US schools, the rewards of studying philosophy can have a direct 
impact on the foundational skills needed for success during the school year.

III.3. Reading Comprehension and Math Skills

In particular, recent UK studies of over 3,000 elementary school students have 
shown positive gains in both math and reading through the study of philosophy. 
These studies also suggest that students who are most disadvantaged gain more 
in these areas as compared to their peers.15 Because philosophy instruction can 
lead to several months’ progress in the two areas of most substantial summer 
learning loss, completing philosophical education over the summer could per-
haps do the most to help these students.16

Reading comprehension, one of the most significant areas of loss over the 
summer, is vital to the practice of philosophy. Exercises in philosophy often in-
volve carefully reading and discussing a piece of writing, getting clear on what 
takes place, and directly identifying the parts of the text that indicate arguments, 
conclusions, and support. Even with very young children, the practice of philo-
sophical discussion emphasizes these skills. For example, Thomas Wartenberg’s 
approach focuses on reading age-appropriate picture books as part of a com-
munity of philosophical inquiry with children (Wartenberg, e.g., 2009; 2019).17

Research on the effects of summer reading programs on the socioeconomic 
achievement gap is promising, as discussed above (Allington and McGill-Franzen 
2018). Therefore, maintaining a focus on reading while introducing philosophi-
cal content and methodology into a summer program would bring about the 
benefits of philosophy while simultaneously improving reading skills.

The link to mathematics, (another main area of summer loss), is also worth 
further exploration. In addition to the long history of collaboration and cross-
pollination between these fields, (e.g., the work of philosophers like Descartes, 
Leibniz, and Russell), contemporary philosophers, like Paul Benacerraf and 
Penelope Maddy, have continued the conversation within the field today (Gold 
and Simons 2008). The skills honed in philosophy have deep ties to the study of 
math, and both subjects share a reliance on abstract thinking, methods of proof, 
thought experiment, and conditional analysis. Practicing these skills in many 
settings can provide the scaffolding needed to improve in both subjects.

Approaching a problem or topic from multiple perspectives is known to im-
prove student learning outcomes, as well. For example, these ideas are reflected 
in the methods of “depth and complexity” in gifted education (Kaplan 1994),18 
and the general approach of interdisciplinary or cross-curricular teaching, which 
helps students think critically, and retain what they are learning (Repko 2009; 
Repko, Newell, and Szostak 2011). Asking questions in the philosophy class-
room, (e.g., “Are numbers real?,” “Did we discover, or invent, math?”) can ignite 
an interest that continues when students return to math class. While there is 
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room for further study to see the direct impact of various philosophical tech-
niques on mathematical skills, there are reasons to believe that they could be 
mutually supportive.

Returning to the concern noted in the introduction, the links between de-
veloping philosophical skills and improving in required core areas like reading 
comprehension and mathematics should be clear, and helps bolster the case for 
summer philosophy as a response to learning loss. I want to argue further that 
these programs can do even more to help mitigate the effects of the summer ob-
stacles faced by young people from disadvantaged backgrounds while providing 
additional benefits.

III.4. Stages of Development

A unique benefit, especially for students in 5th through 12th grade, is that philos-
ophy can provide a novel approach to questions that are of immense interest and 
importance to young people, which are often otherwise left unaddressed. Late-
elementary, middle, and high school students fall into what many psychologists 
recognize as an essential stage of both cognitive change (Arain et al. 2013) and 
social-emotional development, including attempts to establish independence 
and determine their identity (Erikson 1963; 1968; Marcia 1980). Philosophical 
exploration of the big questions of the human condition can provide a guided, 
critical examination of these issues. For example, philosophical methods can 
provide resources for students to fruitfully discuss and find comfort in respond-
ing to questions about death, God, meaning, and identity at the forefront of their 
minds, which may otherwise be a source of frustration or confusion. Experience 
working with middle and high school students supports these claims.19

III.5. Adding Voices to the Field

The fact that philosophy classes typically exist in universities has meant that stu-
dents who do not attend college have not had access. While the demographics of 
college students are changing, restricting philosophy primarily to higher educa-
tion means that many underrepresented students will not have the opportunity 
to experience the personal and academic benefits of the subject. This is a mistake, 
as the ability for philosophy to open minds and increase wonder should not be 
determined by upbringing or class.

At the same time, philosophy itself would benefit from including a wider 
range of voices, at all levels. The field is plagued by a lack of diversity.20 Increasing 
pre-college exposure could help more students discover their interests, which 
could help bring a broader audience to the field.

III.6. Benefits of University-based Philosophy Programs

The fact that philosophy programs exist primarily within colleges and universi-
ties can lead to important opportunities for K–12 students, as well. If programs 



Bailie Peterson	

are housed within, or otherwise attached to a university or college, this can in-
crease their benefits, especially for future first-generation students, and others 
underrepresented in higher education. This hypothesis can be supported by con-
sidering elements of my own teaching experience, as well as recent literature on 
issues faced by underrepresented college students.

This summer, I taught three philosophy classes in two settings, both of 
which took place on campus at a public university. One class was offered free 
of cost for 9th and 10th graders in my school district. In this particular class, all 
but one student was first-generation, and most came from financially disadvan-
taged backgrounds and underrepresented racial and ethnic groups. Considering 
that studies connect college campus visits with the likelihood to attend for 
first-generation students, this could help to counteract other elements of the 
achievement gap (Swanson et al. 2019, 2, 19–25). In particular, first-generation 
students may find the college environment to be very psychologically intimidat-
ing, and so offering low-stress, high reward interactions could go far to bring 
these students back to campus to pursue degrees (ibid., 2). Other studies high-
light the immense importance of positive interactions between professors and 
first-generation students. For example, Hutchison argues that first-generation 
students have very different perceptions of faculty, which may impede their abil-
ity to succeed (2017, 2). Given that these students are unlikely to interact with 
professors before entering college, it is important to avoid initial negative interac-
tions and provide opportunities to connect. Counteracting negative perceptions 
ahead of time could help students feel comfortable enough to seek assistance as 
needed after they arrive on campus.21 Connections with faculty could help fight 
the lower enrollment, retention, and graduation rates faced by underrepresented 
students, and could make their college experience more enjoyable while increas-
ing success.22

As mentioned above, this short-term in-district philosophy course was 
designed to include on-campus lunch for participants. Eating in the dining 
commons allowed a more in-depth experience of campus life, and also helped 
circumvent issues related to summer food scarcity. This lunch period also of-
fered opportunities to deepen connections with college students and faculty. 
For example, because class participants sat with college students at lunch, they 
were able to talk informally. I observed changes in the topics and depth of dis-
cussion over time. Participants asked broad and abstract questions at the start; 
e.g., whether their student mentors liked college, and where they grew up. Over 
time, questions became specific enough to lead me to believe that participants 
were able to picture themselves more readily as potential college students. By 
the end, the participants’ questions moved to specific majors offered, financial 
aid, student groups, scholarships, and the challenges and benefits of living with 
roommates
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Another strength of university-based programs is the strong potential to in-
crease community engagement and teaching opportunities for undergraduates. 
Because the Community of Inquiry method is demonstrable, students (especially 
those who have taken multiple philosophy courses), can soon facilitate lessons 
and lead discussions. This practice not only allowed the middle and high school 
students to interact with their near peers, but it also provided further examples 
of the variety of people who can be university students as well as shattering ste-
reotypes about who can be a philosopher.23 University students gained a lot from 
this experience as well, and several participants are seeking further teaching op-
portunities as a result. Hosting summer programs at a university or college can 
yield many rewards and, therefore, should be a part of program design, when 
possible.

III.7. Existing Summer Philosophy Programs

A look at existing summer philosophy programs provides further support for 
their increase. A strong example is Columbia University’s Center for American 
Studies’ Freedom & Citizenship program, an intensive summer seminar with a 
focus on philosophy, and connections to civics. Students read classics in phi-
losophy alongside contemporary articles and produce original work in response. 
The program boasts incredibly encouraging outcome statistics, with 99% of their 
graduates enrolling in college within six months, 83% of their students earning 
a bachelor’s degree in four years, and 99% within six years.24 They also report a 
substantial increase in community engagement in college and after. Because the 
program targets underserved youth, its impact is even more significant, and the 
results especially noteworthy.

Other summer philosophy programs can provide further models and goals 
for successful outcomes. Philosopher Clair Katz, for example, has designed and 
led a successful summer program at Texas A & M University since 2016 and has 
outlined and shared her model.25 Further examples include California Lutheran 
University’s Summer Philosophy Academy,26 Ohio State University’s PACT Phi-
losophy and Critical Thinking Summer Camp,27 Prindle Institute for Ethics 
Express CAMP,28 Iowa Lyceum for high school students,29 Utah Lyceum summer 
program,30 and the Kenan Institute for Ethics at Duke University’s Arete High 
School Summer Seminar in Ethics, Philosophy and Religion.31

There is a precedent for summer philosophy programs, and the benefits of 
various programs show their strengths. My main goals are to encourage further 
opportunities, and, importantly, to ask for an increase in data collection, to be 
used to bolster new efforts. I will now discuss evidence-based reasons for specific 
program design elements, all of which are compatible with summer philosophy 
programs.
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IV. Best Practices for Summer Programs Applied to Philosophy

Summer programs do not always have the goal of collecting data (Pitcock 2018, 
8; Borman, Schmidt, and Hosp 2016). Furthermore, as Phillps argues, there are 
challenges in determining what to test and how (2018: 44). These issues can make 
it difficult to evaluate best practices, and, therefore, to find reasons to support the 
development of new programs. Fortunately, recent efforts have been made to 
identify the most effective summer program practices and policies. For example, 
Borman, Schmidt, and Hosp studied summer programs in 16 states and high-
lighted several essential practices (2016). They found that selecting and adopting 
a specific, evidence-based intervention was the most important criterion.

This goal can easily be included in a summer philosophy program, espe-
cially if directors rely on the methods used in established programs. As discussed 
above, there is a well-supported body of literature on the method of the Commu-
nity of Inquiry and its results, which makes this approach an important option. 
This method can be tied to the literature on Learner-Centered Teaching, as well, 
which has been shown to increase a variety of necessary and essential skills, es-
pecially for students who are affected by the achievement gap (Friedlaender et al. 
2014). Furthermore, curricula can be fine-tuned to align with the program goals 
of school districts or other organizations to develop and produce the most ap-
propriate program.

Further examples of best practices include appropriate duration; small class 
sizes and a focus on smaller group discussions; methods of tracking and encour-
aging attendance; and, a focus on evaluating student learning outcomes. These 
criteria are similar to the findings of a meta-analysis conducted by McEachin, 
Augustine, and McCombs, who also found that small class size, high-quality in-
struction, and policies to increase attendance and participation were essential to 
a successful summer program (2016, 204). All of these goals are compatible with 
a philosophy-focused summer learning program, and the Community of Inquiry 
approach is especially well-suited to the discussion related goals.

The authors further suggest that aligning the course content to reflect par-
ticular student interests (e.g., letting students choose which books to read) was 
extremely beneficial, as well as having a site culture that encourages learning 
and involvement (McEachin, Augustine, and McCombs 2016, 204). Other goals 
include encouraging parental involvement and helping to meet the needs of par-
ents by providing meals and transportation for students (Borman, Schmidt, and 
Hosp 2016, 95).

Again, philosophy is a broad field with much flexibility, and so, specific pro-
grams could rely on proved methods of philosophy for children while narrowing 
their focus to impact particular gaps and interests. All of the above practices are 
compatible with the methods of philosophy.

There are many ways to enact summer philosophy programs, and a range 
of programs are likely to produce measurable, positive outcomes. While there is 
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a need for more data to identify, e.g., a specific threshold for the number of hours 
or amount of content, one goal of writing this is to support the need for more 
research. Creating more programs and carefully tracking data will help identify 
further goals. Those interested in development can look to the best practices, as 
well as considering the strengths of existing programs. There are many online 
resources available, as well.32

In addition, there are many opportunities to collaborate with other organi-
zations in addition to creating new stand-alone programs. Options to consider 
include federally supported programs dedicated to increasing success in higher 
education (like Upward Bound), working with public libraries, school districts 
community organizations, university-sponsored summer camps, or non-profit 
organizations.

Given that summer enrichment programs are currently receiving attention 
and support, it is a good time to unite these efforts with the goals and benefits of 
philosophy for children. Bringing philosophy for children into summer educa-
tion programs will make them attractive to a wider audience, and would meet 
many goals simultaneously.

V. Maintaining the Special Benefits of Philosophy

In closing, I would like to acknowledge and respond to one further concern. This 
essay is, overall, an attempt to argue that since studying philosophy provides us 
with significant instrumental benefits, we must increase summer programs and 
bring the field to a wider range of students. Kristopher Phillips has argued that, 
if one makes these goals the specific focus of philosophy programs, we risk los-
ing the intrinsic rewards that make philosophy special (e.g., cultivation of the 
philosophical self; improving a specific form of rationality referred to as ‘rea-
sonableness,’ and developing a sense of wonder) (2018, 45). The concern is that 
if programs do not aim to get students to do philosophy, rather than learn about 
philosophy, the students will miss out on valuable, non-instrumental benefits.

I believe that we can heed these concerns while still pushing for further data 
collection and development of the sorts of programs I advocate above. Although 
one can imagine a philosophy class in which students merely memorize facts 
about what various key figures did or thought, the philosophy programs I envi-
sion do not follow this model. Indeed, it is not clear that such content would yield 
instrumental rewards, and the results discussed in section III depend on using 
a method that emphasizes goals like collaborative discourse. In the UK studies 
cited above, for example, teachers completed training centered around a method 
similar to the community of inquiry approach.33 When proposing new programs, 
advocates can claim to expect similar positive results only if they rely upon simi-
lar models and methods. Therefore, intrinsic engagement with philosophy may 
be necessary for instrumental gains.
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Phillips’s argument can help to highlight benefits that may be overlooked 
by those less familiar with philosophy, but which are no less important than 
the pragmatic goals. I agree that we ought to share these benefits with as many 
students as possible. Furthermore, I believe that we can meet the goal of encour-
aging and increasing access to the special benefits of philosophy while seeking 
support from policy-makers, funding agencies, and school districts, which may 
be concerned primarily with the more concrete benefits.

Conclusion

I have attempted to demonstrate the need for summer philosophy programs by 
presenting a wide array of benefits, including potential improvement in the most 
needed skills for classroom success, opportunities for growth and personal de-
velopment, the possibility to increase access to higher education and add voices 
to the field, and the means to overcome other summer-specific concerns—espe-
cially a lack of enrichment options—that could exacerbate the achievement gap. 
I hope that the arguments above can create space for additional opportunities to 
bring the intrinsic rewards of philosophy to more students, while simultaneously 
promoting practical benefits that could help the least advantaged students most.

Notes

1.	 Note that there is growing support, both nationally and internationally, for 
pre-college philosophy. For example, see The International Council of Philosophi-
cal Inquiry with Children, an organization dedicated to supporting the increase of 
philosophical inquiry with children, around the world. ICPIC lists sixty countries 
practicing philosophy for/with children, in six continents. Many countries in Eu-
rope, Latin America, and other parts of the worlds also offer or include philosophy as 
part of standard curriculum before college. See http://my.icpic.org.
2.	 For example, white-non-Hispanic students, and students from higher socioeco-
nomic groups, outperform their peers from other groups. See, for example, National 
Education Association “Students Affected by Achievement Gaps” http://www.nea.
org/home/20380.htm. This page contains links to various NEA and Educational 
Testing Service studies highlighting the gaps in test scores based on differences in 
race, ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status. See, also, reports on the issue from 
the National Center for Education Statistics: https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
studies/gaps/, as well as discussion in Berliner 2009.
3.	 This took place within my school district, which is among the lowest in terms 
of per-pupil funding in the state, thus providing the opportunity to work with dis-
advantaged and under-represented students. Many students and their families 
struggle, financially, and therefore, this course did not include fees. This was made 
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possible due to support from Weld County District 6 (who provided funds for stu-
dent lunches), the American Philosophical Organization (who provided funding for 
University student lunches and classroom supplies), and time and effort of students, 
administrative assistants, and professors. In addition to the APA and District 6, I 
would like to acknowledge Dr. Deborah Romero, Dr. Jeff Brown, Renee Dent, Nate 
Evans, and Arianna Borroto for their assistance.
4.	 The authors reference further studies, including national reports from Downey, 
von Hippel, and Broh 2004, Lee and Burkham 2002, and literature reviews, including 
Cooper et al. 1996.
5.	 See also Deutsch 2017, Hall et al. 2017, Terzian, Anderson Moore, and Hamilton 
2009, and Miller 2007.
6.	 See, also, Koury et al. 2019.
7.	 For example, they highlight successful programs, discussed in Tuttle et al. (2013), 
and Dobbie and Fryer (2011).
8.	 Proclamation No. 8395, 74 Fed. Reg. 33135 (Jul. 9, 2009).
	 Regarding funding opportunities, Pitcock (2016, 72) suggests linking to summer 
nutrition programs like TANF, and the Summer Food Service Program, which has a 
dedicated budget for summer enrichment programs. There are also summer-specific 
funding opportunities through the department of education, including those for pro-
grams to help schools with a high percentage of low-income students. For example, 
consider 21st Century Community Learning Centers Grants, and Title I, Education 
for the Disadvantaged Programs. See http://www2.ed.gov/programs/21stcclc/index.
html and https://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html.
9.	 For further information, see https://www2.ed.gov/programs/trioupbound/
grantee-level.html.
10.	See, for example, Lipman 1988; Lipman and Sharp 1979 and 1988; Matthews 
1980 and 1984; and Sharp 1987.
11.	Educational Testing Services Report; ets.org.
12.	See, e.g., the recent Wall Street Journal analysis at http://online.wsj.com/public/
resources/documents/info-Degrees_that_Pay_you_Back-sort.html.
13.	While noting the correlation between majoring in philosophy and graduate test 
scores, it is important to acknowledge the possibility that these results reflect the 
fact that those who major in philosophy tend to come from more privileged back-
grounds, and, therefore, may be better prepared for college and more likely to do well 
on these tests. Although the positive impact on critical thinking and problem-solving 
skills at the pre-college level has been established, further research is needed to deter-
mine the effects of the study of philosophy in college on these graduate test scores.
14.	See also, Mohr Lone and Burroughs 2016.
15.	See https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects 
/philosophy-for-children/ and https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
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projects-and-evaluation/projects/sapere-philosophy-for-children-effectiveness-
trial. Note that results from the second, larger study, will be published by the Spring 
of 2021.
16.	The studies referenced including short weekly philosophy lessons over the course 
of a school year. More research is needed to identify the amount of instruction time 
that yields these positive results, but it is reasonable to assume that longer lessons, 
taught more frequently over a shorter time period, could provide similar gains. 
Analogously, summer reading programs (like those mentioned in section II) have 
improved skills significantly in a short period of time.
17.	See also Kenyon, Terorde-Doyle, and Carnahan 2019.
18.	Dr. Kaplan provides links to Open Educational Resources on Depth and Com-
plexity on her website as well. See http://www-bcf.usc.edu/~skaplan/
19.	For example, 9th and 10th grade students were asked to select examples of beau-
tiful songs, based on Terrance McKittrick’s lesson plan (in Mohr Lone and Burroughs 
2016, 152). Unexpectedly, this yielded many songs with a focus on suicide and death. 
We were able to pause and have a focused discussion on value and meaning be-
fore returning to the question of beauty. Not only does this highlight the sorts of 
questions students in this age-range may bring to the table, it also demonstrates the 
flexibility of the methods supported in Community of Inquiry. Instead of setting the 
topic aside, we discussed various approaches to the questions raised by the class.
20.	The American Philosophical Association estimates that, e.g, 17% of those who 
earn bachelor’s degrees in philosophy are from racial and ethnic minority groups, 
and 30% of those who earn philosophy degrees at all levels are women. https://www.
apaonline.org/resource/resmgr/data_on_profession/minorities_in_philosophy.pdf 
and https://www.apaonline.org/resource/resmgr/Data_on_Profession/Women_in_
Philosophy.pdf. See also https://www.apaonline.org/page/diversity_resources. This 
page contains many resources and suggestion to increase diversity in philosophy, 
including efforts to increase philosophy classes offered at every level. Our ability to 
understand the connection between philosophy and high graduate test scores would 
also be aided by increased diversity in the field, as it would enable us to confirm or 
rule out the potential selection bias.
21.	Underrepresented students may also suffer from “Imposter Syndrome,” which 
describes feelings of “Intellectual phoniness” first discussed by Clance and Imes 
(1978), in response to studies on high-achieving women. These negative feelings can 
impede student progress, and can cause, e.g., mental distress as well (see Cokley et al. 
2017). Increasing feelings of belonging is, therefore, an important goal.
22.	For example, there is a 19 percentage-point gap between first-generation students 
and continuing generation students when it comes to college enrollment (Cataldi 
et al. 2018).
23.	Students in the district class were exposed to a variety of representations of ex-
perts in philosophy, including first-generation students, people of color, women, 
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people with disabilities. This is reflected by course evaluations, which included 
comments like “anyone can be a philosopher.” Changing the views of upcoming gen-
erations regarding what philosophy is, and who can take part, could have long-term 
benefits for the professions and the potential to increase diversity.
24.	See https://freedomandcitizenship.columbia.edu/.
25.	See http://p4ctexas.sites.tamu.edu/. For an interview discussing the details of the  
Camp, see also https://www.plato-philosophy.org/pre-college-philosophy-summer- 
camp-texas/.
26.	https://www.callutheran.edu/special-events/philosophy-academy/.
27.	https://philosophy.osu.edu/pact.
28.	https://www.prindleinstitute.org/community-engagement/express-camp/.
29.	https://clas.uiowa.edu/philosophy/outreach-engagement/iowa-lyceum.
30.	http://suu.edu/utahlyceum.
31.	https://kenan.ethics.duke.edu/arete-high-school-summer-seminar-in-ethics-
philosophy-and-religion-2019/.
32.	A good starting place is the guides available through the Philosophy Learn-
ing and Teaching Organization (PLATO), e.g., the PLATO Development 
Handout, and guide to pre-college philosophy. See https://www.plato-philosophy.org/
wp-content/uploads/2017/04/PLATO-Development-handout.pdf and https://www.
plato-philosophy.org/pre-college-philosophy. PLATO is an organization dedicated to 
“enriching children’s educational experience by introducing them to the benefits and 
rigors of philosophy before they graduate from high school.” See https://www.plato-
philosophy.org/why-plato.
33.	The training for these classes was conducted by SAPERE, the Society for the 
Advancement of Philosophical Enquiry and Reflection in Education, a national 
charitable organization supporting philosophy for children in the UK. The meth-
ods supported reflect the goals of the community of inquiry approach, encouraging 
critical, creative, caring, and collaborative efforts in the classroom. See https://www.
sapere.org.uk/.
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