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Abstract 

This paper evaluates the effectiveness of summer schools as an instrument to reduce 

grade retention in Dutch secondary education. A summer school is an intensive 

remedial teaching intervention during regular holiday periods intended to avert 

grade retention. They are built on the literature suggesting high social and individual 

costs of grade retention and they focus on students with only few learning problems 

for whom a short, intensive intervention is assumed to be helpful. A summer school 

lasts between one and two weeks and focuses at one to three subjects. 

 

We use school rules regarding grade retention as assignment variables in a fuzzy 

regression discontinuity design on a large dataset of students (N= 30,174 with 1,855 

participants of summer schools). We evaluate whether participation in the summer 

school effectively reduces a students’ likelihood of repeating a grade and whether 

they obtain adequate marks in the following schoolyear. We find evidence that 

summer schools reduce grade retention, but we find no effects on later marks. These 

findings cast doubt on the longer term effectiveness of this policy intervention in its 

current form. 

 

 

JEL-codes: I21, I26, I28. 

Keywords: Education, Summer Schools, Regression Discontinuity Design, Grade 

Retention.  
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1 Introduction 

In this paper we discuss a quasi-experimental evaluation of summer schools; an 

initiative aimed at fighting grade retention in Dutch secondary education. In this policy 

initiative, summer schools do not only take place in summer, but can also be organised 

in the spring break, such that students have more time afterwards to achieve the 

required level for passing on to the next grade. In this study, we use data from 

administrative records on a large representative sample of students (over 30.000) in 

about 80 different schools in the Netherlands. We rely on the regulations of these 

schools regarding grade retention to construct a fuzzy regression discontinuity 

procedure and discuss whether summer schools are effective measures in reducing 

grade retention. 

 

Over the past decades it has been documented that grade retention is costly, both for the 

individual and society. For society, grade retention (especially in compulsory education) 

implies a direct cost of an additional year of teaching, but it also delays entry into the 

labour market and, hence, the benefit of the public investment made. For the individual 

there are both material and psychological costs. Moreover, there is little proof that 

repeating a grade is effective in rectifying the learning backlog that led to the repetition 

verdict in the first place (Goos et al., 2013). 

 

This overall picture applies in particular to Dutch compulsory education. In 2011 a 

Dutch public task force concluded that about 45% of Dutch students left compulsory 

education with one or more years of delay (Lintsen et al., 2011). Subsequently, the Dutch 

Minister of Education agreed with the organisation of secondary schools (‘VO-raad’) to 

fight grade repetition in secondary school and to reduce it from 5.8% in 2011 to 3.8% in 

2020. 

 

As part of this policy, an initiative was taken to organise summer schools, which was 

later on complemented by spring schools. Both are short remedial interventions taking 

place during regular holiday periods and aiming at students who are at risk of repeating 

a grade, but are believed to be able to avert that risk by means of a limited additional 

learning effort. 
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This policy initiative builds on similar initiatives in primary education in the US and the 

UK. Experimental and quasi-experimental evaluations of the latter reveal that summer 

schools tend to have positive effects on marks. The latter are observed especially among 

students of low-SES families and with low cognitive abilities, which are generally found 

to lose more of their acquired skills during a holiday period than an average student. 

However, the effect sizes observed are modest, averaging around 0.2 of a standard 

deviation. Moreover, the effectiveness differs according to the subject taken, with 

mathematics as relatively harder to remedy and English as relatively easier. 

Importantly, the effect of summer school programmes appears to depend on its time 

intensity. The programmes tested typically lasted for several weeks and were effective 

only if students participated for the full period. 

 

In this paper we use a fuzzy regression-discontinuity design to study the effects of 

attending a summer school on both grade retention and marks in the first couple of 

months of the subsequent school year. We use data from schools that have organised a 

summer school in the Netherlands in 2016, and have compiled a large dataset of 

students (N= 30,174 with 1,855 participants of summer schools) for the analysis. The 

summer schools are limited to a period of only one or two weeks, focus at students at 

risk of grade retention in all tracks of secondary education and target the topics at which 

students are underperforming. Most students attend the summer school for 

mathematics, followed by than Dutch (mother tongue) and English (as a second 

language). 

 

The contribution of this paper is threefold: 1) we use the quasi-experimental regression 

discontinuity design to estimate the causal effect of summer schools on student 

performance, using a large, representative sample of students, 2) this is one of few 

studies that focuses on summer schools in secondary education, and in another country 

than the UK or the US, and 3) in this analysis we do not only focus on the effects but also 

on the potential mechanisms, based on information gathered via questionnaires at the 

summer schools that took place in spring break.  

 

In the subsequent section, we discuss the policy initiative in detail. In Section 3 we 

present the data, the methodology and the identification issues, before passing on to the 
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results and robustness checks shown in Section 4. Section 5 concludes and presents a 

discussion. 

  

2 Summer schools in Dutch secondary education: a policy reform 

As already indicated in the introduction, Dutch policy makers and school principals alike 

are concerned about the high rate of grade retention in Dutch education in general and 

in secondary education in particular. Therefore, it was agreed to aim at a considerable 

reduction of grade retention by the year 2020. Of an initial percentage of 5.8% of 

students repeating a grade in 2011, the percentage is aimed to decrease to 3.8% in 2020. 

 

As part of this plan, an initiative was taken to facilitate summer schools. After two years 

with pilot projects, all schools were given the opportunity to participate in summer 

schools from 2015 on, with fully subsidized participation. From 2016 on, it was possible 

to organise a summer school during spring break as well.  

 

The main difference between the spring- and summer schools relates to the period of 

organising. A summer school takes place during the summer holidays, i.e. after the end 

of the regular schoolyear (early July) and thus after the school has reached a verdict 

regarding the year results of students. Typically, a teacher meeting determines which 

student can pass to a subsequent grade and who has to repeat the grade, thereby 

following clear regulations of the school (that are publicly available on the schools’ 

website, for instance). The summer school then offers a kind of second chance to pass 

anyway. 

 

In contrast, a spring school runs during spring break (end of April, beginning of May), 

when schools have indications on learning progress, but do not have a final verdict on 

grade repetition yet. Furthermore, no final harm has been done yet, in the sense that 

there are still about two months of the schoolyear left and remedial actions can rectify 

anything before the final test period at the end of June. This earlier intervention may 

have the benefit of avoiding a scarring experience of a verdict of failure, but may also 

suffer from motivational problems if participating students do not feel the urge to make 
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an effort. Moreover, it may be more difficult for schools to predict who is at risk than 

with summer schools were the verdict clearly identifies the target group. 

 

Despite the differences in timing and related differences in perspective for both the 

school and the students, the spring and summer schools share much of their 

characteristics. They are both non-compulsory initiatives that offer coaching and 

personalised practicing regarding aspects that their teachers identified as useful. They 

last on average about five days of six hours and target only one subject for most 

students. Yet, the programme may also last two weeks and target up to three subjects. 

 

Because the spring and summer schools take place during regular holiday periods, most 

of the schools do not employ the teachers that are employed by these schools, who are 

taking holidays as well. More commonly, the coaches of the spring and summer schools 

are students in the teaching profession that have not graduated yet, but are in the 

process of becoming a teacher. Yet, in most cases the teachers from a students’ own 

school decide about the content to be practiced during the spring or summer school, so 

as to guarantee that the most pressing deficiencies are dealt with. 

 

3 Data, method and identification 

3.1 Data and outcome indicators 

To study the effect of the reform, we invited participating Dutch schools to provide 

student information from their administrative records for all students of the grade levels 

in which the students who were participating in the summer schools were located. In 

total we gathered information about 30,174 students, of which 1,855 effectively 

participated in a summer school. The schools that participated in the study, make up a 

representative sample of all schools in Dutch secondary education, with a proportional 

representation of all grade levels and tracks.1 

                                                        
1 Dutch secondary education starts around age 12 (after eight years of elementary school, which includes 

two years of pre-primary education) and has variable length depending on the track chosen. The 

vocational track (‘vmbo’) lasts four year, the general track (‘havo’) five years and the pre-academic track 

(‘vwo’) six years. Summer schools are intended for students who still have a grade transition to make, thus 

excluding the graduation year in every track. This means that we have students in years 1 to 3 for vmbo, 1 

to 4 for havo and 1 to 5 for vwo. 
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From the administrative records, information is extracted regarding personal 

characteristics (gender, age, educational track and year) and study progress (marks on 

the periodic student reports of schoolyear 2015-2016 and of the first report of 

schoolyear 2016-2017). This way, we were able to construct indicators of the immediate 

result of participation in a summer school (i. e. whether a participating student has to 

repeat a grade or, rather, was allowed to pass to the next grade) and an indicator of a 

second result, the marks obtained in the schoolyear after the summer school took place 

(which, assumedly, has led to passing into a higher grade). We differentiate between 

these two results, because the remedial action aims to keep students from repeating 

grades throughout their educational career and not just to avoid repetition in the year of 

participation. However, if the intervention would help all students with learning 

difficulties to pass onto the following grade, but subsequently these students would fail 

to obtain sufficient marks in their following grade, they would have to repeat a grade 

anyway, and the summer school is just postponing the outcome with one year. We 

would then state the intervention to show an immediate, but not a longer term result.  

 

3.2 Selection of participation in the intervention 

When thinking of participation, it is clear that selection is not random. In the subsidy 

regulation, school are stipulated to select only students who they see fit for short term 

remedying, while being at risk for grade retention. The latter element is fairly clear for 

summer schools taking place in summer, as they happen at the end of the regular 

schoolyear and thereby after issuing the final report of that year (early in July). By then, 

schools (teacher groups) decide about which student has to repeat a grade. The target 

population for the summer school is clearly delineated, regarding the risk of retention. 

Yet, the likelihood of success for remedial action is harder to determine. Typically, 

teacher groups or school principals (summer school coordinators) make a value 

judgement regarding this likelihood. Then, students are invited to participate. In 

parallel, we observe in parent questionnaires that many parents state to intervene 

actively in the selection process of the summer school and try to get their child to be 

allowed to participate. Moreover, schools have clearly defined regulations regarding 

marks required for passing, but in practice allow teacher meetings to differ from these 

rules whenever the group of teachers or a student feels that special conditions apply. 
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Taken together the above implies that the allocation of students to summer schools was 

carried out rather in a fuzzy way (see also below). 

 

When thinking of summer schools organised in spring break, the above applies and gets 

even more fuzzy. That is because these so called spring schools happen while the 

schoolyear is still running, during the spring break (in May). This enforces schools 

(teacher meetings) to decide on those at risk for grade retention with incomplete 

information, forecasting the result at the end of the schoolyear on the basis of progress 

made so far (between August and April). This offers an additional degree of uncertainty, 

making the allocation process most likely even fuzzier for the spring schools than the 

summer schools. 

 

3.3 Identification through a discontinuity in GPA as the running variable 

For the identification of the effect of participation, we deal with the selectivity issue 

using a random element in the selection process. In effect, school rules stipulate 

thresholds for grade retention. A study of these rules (through questionnaires and the 

consultation of school websites) clarifies that schools use a variable combination of four 

elements: a minimum grade point average (GPA), a maximum of subjects with a non-

passing mark, a maximum of missing points (counting the depth of the non-passing 

mark) and a maximum of missing points for the three core subjects (Dutch, English and 

mathematics). 

 

In our empirical work, we used the GPA as the running variable, recoding the threshold 

used by every school as a 0 mark to make the variable comparable across schools and 

useful for regression discontinuity interpretation. We assume variation in a narrow 

bandwidth around this threshold to have random character to a considerable extent. 

Whether a student obtains a GPA of one or two decimals (e.g. +0.1 or -0.2) more or less 

is unlikely to be determinable by either student or teacher action (knowing that the 

scoring framework is between 0 and 10 in the Dutch education system, 10 being the 

highest grade, and students have around ten subjects averaged out in their GPA). 

 

While the above reasoning holds for both the spring and summer schools, actual 

selection into the school differs. For spring schools there is no retention verdict yet and 
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therefore the relation between the running variable (GPA) and participation is smooth 

and continuous. Even students who, based on their learning progress until spring, would 

not face a retention verdict may feel that the spring school can benefit them and would 

be willing to participate. We can thus compare students with mild deficiencies and those 

just passing above the threshold and assume that it is merely luck that motivates one 

more than another to participate (cfr. the random element we rely on for identification).  

 

With summer schools the identifying reasoning is different. It is not possible to compare 

those just above the threshold for passing with those below, because those surpassing 

the threshold do not face a retention decision and are highly unlikely to trade their 

holiday time for extra schooling efforts. Therefore, we alternatively rely on the remedial 

likelihood expectations of school. Indeed, schools are expected to select participants for 

the summer (and spring) school not only because they are at risk of retention, but also 

because they believe it is likely they can fix their learning deficiencies by participating. 

The more serious the deficiencies, the less likely the summer school will help, seems like 

an obvious way to form expectations. In effect we see that below a certain GPA, schools 

are much less likely to invite students for participation. We therefore use this lower limit 

as a cut-off for participation. 

 

Figure 1 and Figure 2Figure 1 illustrate the clear jump in participation that is situated at 

the cut-off. Both for the Spring School (Figure 1) and the Summer School (Figure ) 

participation jumps by around 20% at the cut-off.2 Moreover, there is hardly any 

participation for values below the cut-off. An interesting difference between the spring 

and summer schools regards the extent of participation. In spring school we observe 

that even for values of the GPA with a fair distance of the cut-off, there still is 

participation in the spring school. The latter is not true for the summer school. In 

summer schools, selection appears to have been stricter, allowing only students in with 

a limited ‘depth’ of their GPA deficiency. This is consistent with the difference in 

                                                        
2 Note that the graphs show the linear modelling of the relation between the running variable and 

participation. We also tested quadratic and cubic models, but these did not fit the data better and revealed 

similar jumps around the cut-off. 
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perspective and timing on the part of the school, that we discussed earlier (see section 

3.2). 3 

 

Figure 1 – Participation in a spring school related to GPA as the running variable (piece-

wise linear around the cut-off) 

 

Figure 2 – Participation in a summer school related to GPA as the running variable (piece-

wise linear around the cut-off, figure reversed to allow for direct comparison with Figure 

1) 

 

                                                        
3 Other regression discontinuity checks, such as no discontinuities in control variables, and comparability 

in characteristics of treated and non-treated around the cut-off, are also performed, and do not give any 

reason for concern. 
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4 Results 

4.1 Bandwidth selection, OLS and first stage estimates 

In our practical application of the regression discontinuity design, we follow the Imbens 

and Kalyanaraman (2009) approach of bandwidth selection for a linear model of 

regression discontinuity. This procedure suggests for both the spring and summer 

school and for all outcomes to use 0.4 as the optimal bandwidth. As a robustness check, 

we will report below also concerning the 0.2 and 0.6 bandwidth, but in the main 

discussion we focus on the 0.4 choice. 

 

Before engaging in a 2SLS estimation procedure to obtain the fuzzy regression 

discontinuity estimates, we estimated so-called “naïve” OLS-estimates as a reference. 

The OLS estimates are presented in Tables 1 and 2. In all the following results tables we 

present two sets of estimates: those for the full sample and those for a restricted sample. 

The full sample refers to the analyses of the immediate outcomes, passing to a 

subsequent grade. The restricted sample refers to the analyses of the GPA obtained in 

that subsequent grade. By definition, these analyses can only be done for those students 

who have effectively passed. It bears no doubt that this means that we study a selective 

subgroup of students. We will return to this issue below. 

 

In Table 1 we see that for summer schools the OLS shows a significant negative 

relationship with grade retention, but for spring schools this relation is positive. 

However, this could very well be due to the fuzzy and unreliable assignment of student 

to the treatment (maybe too many students are given a chance, also the ones that are 

‘hopeless’), so it is unclear if these results should be seen as an indication of the causal 

effect. Table 2 shows that participants that do pass on to the next grade have 

significantly lower grades than their control counterparts, although the significance 

disappears when estimate more precisely by taking into account control variables.  
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Table 1 – OLS estimates regarding participation in a spring or a summer school on grade 

retention (full sample) 

 Effect on grade retention 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and - 0.2 + and - 0.4 + and - 0.6 

Participation spring school 0.06* 0.04* 0.09** 0.05* 0.10** 0.05* 

 (0.02) (0.2) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Number of observations 2013 1735 3865 3312 6052 5189 

Mean of the control group 0.08  0.06  0.05  

       

Participation summer school -0.44** -0.39** -0.39** -0.33** -0.34** -0.27** 

 (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

Number of observations 2907 584 5602 1169 2013 1709 

Mean of control group 0.74  0.78  0.82  

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Standard errors in parentheses. Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, 

GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, 

country of birth, track of education times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs 

additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 

 

 

Table 2 – OLS estimates regarding participation in a spring or a summer school on GPA 

(restricted sample) 

 Effect on GPA in November 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and - 0.2 + and - 0.4 + and - 0.6 

Participation spring school -0.11* -0.02 -0.12* 0.01 -0.19** -0.01 

 (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.03) 

Number of observations 1957 1651 3740 3179 5571 4760 

Mean of the control group 6.3  6.4  6.5  

       

Participation summer school -0.43** -0.22* -0.31** -0.11 -0.23** -0.05 

 (0.12) (0.11) (0.10) (0.08) (0.10) (0.07) 

Number of observations 348 315 805 726 1353 1235 

Mean of control group 6.0  6.0  6.0  

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Standard errors in parentheses. Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, 

GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, 

country of birth, track of education times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs 

additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 
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The first stage estimates are presented in Tables 3 and 4. The first stage estimates in 

Tables 3 and 4 confirm what was already suggested by the graphs above. The cut-off 

provides a highly significant contribution to the prediction of participation in the spring 

or summer school. The corresponding F-statistics are 9.21 or higher (with a maximum of 

119.78). 

 

Table 3 – First stage estimates regarding participation in a spring or a summer school 

(full sample) 

 Prediction of participation by GPA 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and – 0.2 + and – 0.4 + and – 0.6 

Spring school       

Cut-off GPA 0.17** 0.18** 0.13** 0.13** 0.120** 0.12** 

F-statistic 22.50 28.95 28.11 32.79 35.73 26.05 

Number of observations 2066 1735 3973 3312 6228 5189 

       

Summer school       

Cut-off GPA 0.32** 0.32** 0.25** 0.23** 0.24** 0.22** 

F-statistic 52.15 47.23 43.63 119.78 37.06 88.47 

Number of observations 705 559 1406 1138 2079 1675 

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in 

months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, country of birth, track of education 

times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), 

track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 
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Table 4 – First stage estimates regarding participation in a spring or summer school 

(restricted sample: students having passed to a subsequent grade for the study of the GPA 

of the first period of the following schoolyear (November 2016)) 

 Prediction of participation by GPA 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and – 0.2 + and – 0.4 + and – 0.6 

Spring school       

Cut-off GPA 0.16** 0.15** 0.13** 0.13** 0.11** 0.11** 

F-statistic 41.10  33.94  25.39  

Number of observations 2096 1651 4011 3179 6374 4760 

       

Summer school       

Cut-off GPA 0.46** 0.44** 0.35** 0.32** 0.31** 0.30** 

F-statistic 13.18 9.21 18.30 26.88 20.90 17.87 

Number of observations 374 315 889 726 1998 1235 

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in 

months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, country of birth, track of education 

times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), 

track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 

 

 

4.2 Passing to the next grade: the effect of summer schools on grade retention 

Table 5 reflects the effect estimates of the second stage of the 2SLS procedure. For every 

bandwidth it shows two estimates: in a first column the estimate without control 

variables (except the running variable obviously) and in a second column the estimate 

with a wide set of control variables (listed in the note under the table). In all estimation 

procedures standard errors were clustered at the school level. 

 

When looking at the preferred bandwidth of 0.4 around the cut-off, Table  5 reveals a 

significant impact on grade retention only for the estimation of summer school 

participation with control variables. In this case the point estimate suggests a large 

reduction of 0.58 knowing that grade retention amounts to 0.78 (78%) of the students in 

the control group (see bottom line of the table). 

 

Despite a relatively large sample, no statistically significant estimates are observed for 

the spring school. Yet, this overall result appears to hide gender heterogeneity. When we 
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differentiate between boys and girls by using interaction effects, we do find statistically 

significant effects of the spring school for girls (see Table 6). Apparently, the spring 

school is effective in reducing grade retention for girls only.  

 

For the summer school, the estimation procedure with gender interaction does not 

reveal heterogeneity. The interaction effect is not statistically significant and the positive 

effect we found in Table 5 is confirmed. 

 

Table 5 – 2SLS second-stage estimates: effect of participation in the spring or summer 

school on grade retention 

 Effect on grade retention 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and - 0.2 + and - 0.4 + and - 0.6 

Participation spring school 0.01 -0.14 0.08 0.02 0.17 0.14 

 (0.14) (0.18) (0.14) (0.15) (0.12) (0.12) 

Number of observations 2013 1735 3865 3312 6052 5189 

Mean of the control group 0.08  0.06  0.05  

       

Participation summer school -0.15 -0.27 -0.42 -0.58* -0.62* -0.81** 

 (0.24) (0.24) (0.28) (0.25) (0.32) (0.26) 

Number of observations 674 559 1353 1138 2013 1675 

Mean of control group 0.74  0.78  0.82  

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Standard errors in parentheses. Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, 

GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, 

gender, country of birth, track of education times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student 

that needs additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), track advice at end of primary school, and language 

spoken at home. 
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Table 6 – 2SLS second-stage estimates with gender interaction: effect of participation in 

the spring or summer school on grade retention 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and - 0.2 + and - 0.4 + and - 0.6 

Effect participation spring school 

boys 

0.06 0.05 0.15 0.22 0.26* 0.33** 

 (0.15) (0.20) (0.16) (0.17) (0.14) (0.14) 

Effect girls (vs. boys) -0.18* -0.44 -0.18* -0.39** -0.27** -0.46** 

 (0.11) (0.27) (0.09) (0.15) (0.08) (0.10) 

Number of observations 1995 1735 3830 3312 5998 5189 

       

Effect participation summer 

school boys 

-0.23 -0.41 -0.50 -0.77** -0.68* -0.99** 

 (0.26) (0.27) (0.29) (0.27) (0.34) (0.27) 

Effect girls (vs. boys) -0.24 -0.35 -0.21 -0.48 -0.20 -0.50 

 (0.21) (0.35) (0.16) (0.34) (0.16) (0.28) 

Number of observations 660 559 1320 1138 1962 1675 

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Standard errors in parentheses. Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, GPS 

Dutch, English and Math, age in months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, country 

of birth, track of education times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs additional care 

(ADD, dyslexia, etc.), track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 

 

4.3 GPA in the subsequent year: a longer term result 

The effect estimates we discussed in the previous section are observed shortly after the 

end of the spring or summer school. In the case of the summer school, students tend to 

take a test on the subjects they attended in the summer school and when they pass this 

test, they are allowed to pass to the following grade level, i.e. the earlier verdict of grade 

retention is overruled by a successful test at the end of the summer school. For spring 

school, the passing decision comes slightly later, but yet within a short period. After the 

spring break (May), the schoolyear tends to last less than two months, including the 

tests of the final period which allow the student to set previous bad marks straight with 

the help of the remedial actions taken during the spring school (a few weeks before). 

 

Yet, as we already indicated before, the aim is that the spring and summer schools offer 

longer term results, making sure that students that would otherwise have to repeat a 

grade, do not repeat at all during their educational career. Evaluating this outcome 
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would obviously take a long while, because one would have to await the end of a regular 

schooling career. To get some idea, we study how students get along in the year after the 

spring or summer school helped them to pass.  

 

This obviously brings about some selection. In our survey sample 80% of the students 

did pass after participation in either the spring or the summer school. We hence focus on 

those 80% that we can observe in the first period of the subsequent year in a higher 

grade. We exclude those repeating grades from our analyses because including them 

would compound the effect of repeating a class with the effect of having passed after 

participation in a spring or summer school. 

 

The estimates of this sample are shown in Table 7. None of the effect estimates is 

statistically significant, despite the fairly large sample size. Moreover, this remains the 

case also if we go into potential heterogeneity by gender or track. All in all, we find no 

evidence of an effect of participation in the spring or summer school on GPA in the new 

grade. This means that participants keep on having a GPA that is lower than non-

participants (those at the other side of the cut-off),4 which implies that they may risk 

grade retention again at the end of the current schoolyear. 

 

 

                                                        
4 Mathematically this follows from the point estimates of the running variable (not shown in the simplified 

table of estimates). 
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Table 7 – 2SLS second stage estimates after passing on to the next grade: effect of 

participation in the spring or summer school on the GPA of the first period (November 

2016) 

 Bandwidth (decimals around the cut-off) 

 + and - 0.2 + and - 0.4 + and - 0.6 

Participation spring school -0.09 0.15 -0.19 -0.35 0.00 -0.21 

 (0.37) (0.38) (0.37) (0.25) (0.37) (0.26) 

Number of observations 1957 1651 3740 3179 5571 4760 

Mean of control group 6.3  6.4  6.5  

       

Participation summer school -0.11 0.48 -0.70 0.00 -0.90 -0.23 

 (0.45) (0.40) (0.41) (0.48) (0.56) (0.46) 

Number of observations 348 315 805 726 1353 1235 

Mean of control group 6.0  6.0  6.0  

       

Control variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01       

Standard errors in parentheses. Control variables: GPA before participation, number of missing points, 

GPS Dutch, English and Math, age in months, has student previously skipped or repeated a grade, gender, 

country of birth, track of education times grade level, immigrant status, nationality, student that needs 

additional care (ADD, dyslexia, etc.), track advice at end of primary school, and language spoken at home. 

 

 

5 Conclusion and discussion 

In this paper we evaluate the effectiveness spring and summer schools, which are two 

short, but intensive remedying interventions aimed at a reduction of grade retention. 

The effect of these summer schools on immediate outcomes is positive. After 

participation in summer schools all students and after spring schools female students 

can expect to have a significantly higher likelihood to be promoted into the subsequent 

grade. In our sample 80% of them effectively do. 

 

However, one may question the value of this result. Advocates of the programmes claim 

that schools make serious reassessments after the summer school, asking students to 

take new tests and using the new test result as the main element for a renewed 

retention versus passing decision. In the case of spring schools that is not even 

necessary, because there still is a regular test period after the spring school and the 

retention decision has to be made anyway. However, it is possible that school will face 

some resistance when deciding not to let a student pass who has faithfully participated 
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in a programme the school invited him or her for. This seems especially likely for 

students that have actively intervening parents, which is quite common according to the 

coordinators of the schools. Therefore, we have to treat these results with some caution.  

 

The second finding of our study is in line with this cautiousness, as we do not find 

evidence of a longer term result. The 80% of participants who are actually promoted, do 

not experience a positive effect anymore once the new schoolyear starts, this time 

measured with GPA. The GPA after the first period of the next school year (November 

GPA) is not significantly higher for summer school participants in comparison with their 

control counterparts (while taking into account prior grades). This means that again the 

participants of the spring and summer school tend to be the students with the lowest 

marks in class and hence they face a renewed risk of grade retention in their new grade. 

The perspective given by their spring or summer effort thus risks being a short-term 

benefit only. 

 

Test on the heterogeneity of these effects do not offer consolation regarding the longer 

term of the effect. While there appears to be a gender difference in the likelihood of 

immediate grade retention, this does not show in the analyses of the November GPA. 

Moreover, there is no difference in the effect for the different secondary school tracks 

the students are in.  

 

The literature suggests that the lack of effectiveness may relate to the intensity of the 

effort. It may well be that one or two weeks of the intervention is too short. Moreover, 

we see some variation in the number of subjects students take in the spring or summer 

course. Furthermore, we indicated that the teaching experience of the coaches differs 

largely, with most being teaching trainees themselves. We leave analyses of the 

importance of various characteristics of the initiatives for future work. For now, the 

evaluation results call for caution. In its current form the spring- and summer schools 

cannot claim general benefits for its participants. 
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