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The response to our brief released by T.L.P. Education (a/k/a “Summit Learning”) 1 is at 
least consistent. Just as Summit has done throughout its history, it has turned to rheto-
ric and sleight of hand, evading challenges rather than directly presenting facts to support 
its claims. In this case, T.L.P. claims that its response demonstrates “unequivocally false 
claims”2 in our brief, but the response never even addresses the core concerns we raised in 
the brief. Below, we examine each of T.L.P.’s points, regarding student privacy, the lack of 
independent research evidence on the educational effectiveness of Summit Learning, and 
the relationship between Summit Public Schools and T.L.P. Education.

Student Privacy

In Big Claims, Little Evidence, Lots of Money: The Reality Behind the Summit Learning 
Program and the Push to Adopt Digital Personalized Learning Platforms, we noted that 
Summit partner school contracts set limits on the use of personally identifiable “student 
data” only, and not on the use of what the contracts refer to as “de-identified data.”3 As 
the brief acknowledges, the 2018 partner school contracts we examined do, indeed, con-
tain protections for “student data.”4 However, “de-identified” data are simply student data 
that have had direct and indirect student identifiers removed.5 We noted in our brief that 
such de-identified data are easily re-identified.6  Moreover, if partner schools ask T.L.P. 
to destroy “student data,” the contracts provide for T.L.P. to do so by de-identifying those 
data – not actually by destroying them.7 Not only do the contracts allow T.L.P. to use the 
de-identified student data, in perpetuity, for any lawful purpose,8 but the Chan Zuckerberg 
Initiative, as T.L.P.s long-term technology partner,9 also has access those data to use for its 
purposes and access to the technological expertise to re-identify those student data. In other 
words, Summit Learning students’ data is at risk.
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In our Public Records Request to Summit Public Schools (SPS), we asked for records ex-
plaining the security measures undertaken to protect de-identified data and to ensure that 
those data could not be re-identified.10 Summit Public Schools has not provided the request-
ed records. T.L.P. has not responded to our concerns in its response to our brief. Instead, the 
response simply proclaims T.L.P.’s transparency and compliance with industry self-regula-
tion and with federal regulation that is widely acknowledged to be insufficient.11 The Student 
Privacy Pledge, Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), and the Children’s 
Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) do not protect de-identified student data. 

Until such time as Summit Public Schools and/or T.L.P. publicly provides dispositive evi-
dence to the contrary, we stand by accuracy of the facts we have presented and by our con-
clusions.

Lack of Independent Research Evidence on the  
Educational Effectiveness of Summit Learning

Our brief stated that “While Summit has offered positive anecdotes and some selected data, 
there is no solid evidence that ‘partner’ schools are experiencing the promised success.”12

In its response, T.L.P. offered exactly that: positive anecdotes and some selected data. 

It is easy to cherry pick information and provide anecdotes as Summit does. We could, for 
example, select data from the very same University of Michigan evaluation13 that was cited 
by Summit as evidence of its success in its response to our research brief. Here is a quote 
from that evaluation: “[Dexter Community Schools] students’ PSAT scores were higher than 
median national scores, regardless of their participation in Summit” (p. 42). We could point 
out that Dexter students participating in the Summit program had lower median scores 
on the PSAT than Dexter students that did not participate in the Summit program (p. 42). 
We could pull out the quote of a parent of a student participating in the Summit program: 
“Sometimes it’s more about passing the test than it is about learning” (p. 38). We could also 
note that the majority of students in the program surveyed did not answer in the affirma-
tive when asked several key questions: if they enjoyed learning through Summit Learning; 
if they were building strong relationships with teachers and other students; if Summit met 
their needs as learners; or if Summit pushed them to do their best (pp. 23-24). What we are 
illustrating here is that the evaluation of students’ performance in the Dexter Community 
Schools in no way presents the picture of resounding success of Summit Learning implied by 
the cherry-picked finding T.L.P. cited in its response to us. Nor does the University of Mich-
igan evaluation provide evidence of the overall efficacy of the Summit Learning Program. It 
was not designed to do so. 

We could also point to a 2019 Johns Hopkins review of Providence schools that found Sum-
mit Learning left students to teach themselves with minimal guidance from teachers and 
aides.14 They described Summit Learning students engaged in extensive off-task behavior 
and progressing slowly and ineffectively through their assigned work.15 

Summit Public Schools declined to allow its program (now marketed by T.L.P.) to be the 
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subject of a rigorous research study.16 What Summit Public Schools did and what T.L.P. 
continues to do is promote the Summit Learning Program with anecdotes and selected in-
formation from a smattering of evaluations. These are in no way a substitute for solid inde-
pendent research evidence of the efficacy of the program. If there is such evidence and we 
have missed it, we encourage Summit Public Schools and/or T.L.P. to release it for public 
examination. 

Until such time as Summit Public Schools and/or T.L.P. publicly provides dispositive evi-
dence to the contrary, we stand by accuracy of the facts we have presented and by our con-
clusions.

Relationship between Summit Public Schools  
and T.L.P. Education

In its recently published response to our research brief, T.L.P. claimed that it “is an entirely 
separate organization and should not be conflated with Summit Public Schools. T.L.P. Edu-
cation was launched on June 1, 2019 to operate the Summit Learning program, including its 
platform. As such, Summit Learning is not under the operation of Summit Public Schools.” 
As we explain in our brief, it is indeed true that T.L.P. is an independent non-profit organi-
zation. However, the organizations share a close history and lineage and, in fact, still are in-
terlocked in important ways. Summit Public Schools created the Summit Learning Program 
and the Summit Learning Platform, and it created T.L.P.17 Until the 2019-2020 school year, 
all partner schools contracted with Summit Public Schools. Summit Public Schools created 
T.L.P. to administer its Summit Learning Program. Diane Tavenner, CEO of Summit Public 
Schools, sits on the three-person board of T.L.P., along with Priscilla Chan (co-founder and 
co-CEO of Summit Public Schools’ long-time major funder, the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative) 
and Alex Hernandez (Dean of the School of Continuing and Professional Studies at the Uni-
versity of Virginia). In other words, Summit Public Schools’ CEO and the Chan Zuckerberg 
Initiative’s co-CEO effectively control the T.L.P. board.

We made every effort to learn from T.L.P. about its current administration of the Summit 
Learning Program.18 We wrote to info@summitlearning.org, the address provided by T.L.P. 
on the Summit Learning website, and asked to speak to someone about the Summit Learn-
ing Program on October 18, October 23, November 4, November 16, November 22, Decem-
ber 5, December 11, December 30, January 9, January 24, January 31, and February 7. We 
also wrote to the land address indicated on the Summit Learning website (which is also the 
address of the law office that represents Summit Public Schools) on January 27, 2020 and 
February 14, 2020. We received no reply to any of our inquiries. We requested to interview 
someone at Summit Public Schools and were declined.   

Because Summit Public Schools is subject to the California Public Records Act (whereas 
T.L.P. is shielded from such public transparency), and because Summit Public Schools cre-
ated the Summit Learning Program, launched it (as “Summit Basecamp”) in 2015, and re-
cruited “partner schools” to it through the 2018-2019 school year, we submitted a Public 
Records Act request to Summit Public Schools in order to obtain answers to our questions.19 
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Not only has Summit Public Schools not provided any of the records we requested, but its 
lawyer argued that it does not have to answer any questions about the Summit Learning 
Platform or the Summit Learning Program that are not explicitly related to the operation of 
Summit Public Schools’ eleven schools. If this is true, it would mean that no organization is 
legally responsible for providing the public with answers to the very significant questions 
about the reliability and validity of Summit Learning’s assessment protocol and about the 
privacy and security of student data—including de-identified student data. For these rea-
sons, it is hard to escape the conclusion that T.L.P. was created by Summit Public Schools at 
least in part for the express purpose of avoiding public scrutiny. 

Until such time as Summit Public Schools and/or T.L.P. publicly provides dispositive evi-
dence to the contrary, we stand by accuracy of the facts we have presented and by our con-
clusions.

We have at every point in our contact with Summit Public Schools expressed our interest in 
hearing what Summit has to say in response to our questions. Had T.L.P. responded to our 
requests to talk with their representative we would have made that clear to T.L.P. as well. 

T.L.P.’s response to our brief headlines its “commitment to transparency and accuracy.” 
Unfortunately, we have yet to see it demonstrate either. 
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