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Executive Summary

Virtual learning and personalized learning have been at the forefront of education reform
discussions for over a decade. Backed by almost $200 million philanthropic dollars from
the Chan-Zuckerberg Initiative, the Gates Foundation, and others, Summit Public Schools
has aggressively marketed its Summit Learning Platform to schools across the United States
since 2015. As a result, the Summit Learning Program is now one of the most prominent
digital personalized learning programs in the United States.

Summit Public Schools, an 11-school charter network operating in California and Washing-
ton, promotes its proprietary Summit Learning Program to potential “partner” schools as a
free, off-the-shelf, personalized learning program.* Summit’s marketing message trades on
the alleged success of its schools. It claims to have developed a “science-based” personalized
learning model of teaching and learning that results in all of its students being academically
prepared for college. It further claims that its students succeed in college and are prepared
to lead successful, fulfilled lives. These successes, it claims, are the result of its unique ap-
proach to personalized learning and the use of the digital platform at the heart of that ap-
proach.

None of the claims made by Summit Public Schools have been confirmed by independent
evaluators. Other than scant bits of self-selected information provided by Summit Public
Schools itself, we found no evidence in the public record that confirms its claims. Summit
Public Schools has not provided the information related to its claims that we requested in a
California public records request.
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Despite the lack of evidence to support the claims made by Summit Public Schools, the Sum-
mit Learning Program has been adopted by nearly 400 schools across the country.2 While
Summit has offered positive anecdotes and some selected data, there is no solid evidence
that “partner” schools are experiencing the promised success. There are, however, a number
of reports in the press that detail problems and dissatisfaction with the Summit Learning
Program in partner schools and among students and parents.? In addition, a Johns Hop-
kins University evaluation of partner school classrooms in Providence, RI, found students
were left to teach themselves with minimal guidance from teachers and aides.* Reviewers
described students engaged in extensive off-task behavior and progressing slowly and inef-
fectively through their assigned work.

Our review of Summit partner school contracts suggests that student data collected by the
Summit Learning Platform under the terms of those contracts presents a potentially sig-
nificant risk to student privacy and opens the door to the exploitation of those data by the
Chan Zuckerberg Initiative and possibly by unknown third parties—for purposes that have
nothing to do with improving the quality of those students’ educations.

Virtual education and personalized learning are at the top of the education reform agenda
in large measure because of hundreds of millions of dollars in funding and advocacy by phil-
anthropic organizations (e.g., the Gates Foundation), large digital platforms (e.g., Facebook
and Google), and venture capitalists anxious to access the school market.> The COVID-19
pandemic has turbo-charged these efforts, as schools across the country are struggling to
find safe ways to educate their students.

The rapid spread of the Summit Learning Program—despite a lack of transparency and the
absence of convincing evidence that it can deliver on its promises—provides a powerful ex-
ample of how policymakers are challenged when faced with a well-financed and self-inter-
ested push for schools to adopt digital personalized learning programs. There is now an
urgent need for policymakers to move quickly to protect the public interest by establish-
ing oversight and accountability mechanisms related to digital platforms and personalized
learning programs.

We recommend that state departments of education establish an independent governmental
entity responsible for implementing and enforcing the following recommendations to en-
sure the quality of digital personalized learning in public schools and to adequately protect
the privacy of student data. Specifically, such an entity should:

* Require that the digital personalized learning programs be externally reviewed and
approved by independent third-party education experts. As part of these program
evaluations, the evaluators should review and approve the program curricular ma-
terials, the pedagogical approaches as applied to the intended student populations,
the validity of the assessment instruments, and the programmatic usefulness of data
generated;

Require that the assumptions and programming of all algorithms associated with per-
sonalized learning materials be audited for bias and other possible risks to students
before the algorithms are implemented; and

http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/summit-2020-executive-summary




Develop a standard data security agreement that protects the privacy and limits the
use of all data, including de-identified data, collected by schools through personalized
learning materials and related software platforms.
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