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The Birmingham Summer Institute (BSI) is a summer learning program 

for rising 3rd-8th graders in the Birmingham area. Our mission is to empower

students to explore their identities and become agents of change in their

schools, communities, and beyond through academic excellence, exposure to

enriching experiences, and social and emotional learning. 

Summer learning in 2021 was crucial for everyone, especially students of color

from low-socioeconomic backgrounds. A 2021 national study conducted by

McKinsey & Company reported that students finished this year an average of 5

months behind grade level in math and 4 months behind in reading. Black

students finished the year 6 months behind in math, and those in low-income

schools finished 7 months behind. Additionally, The New Teachers Project’s

Guide to Planning for Summer School 2021 stresses the importance of

addressing the social-emotional isolation students experienced over the school

year and the need to help them cope with the transition back into the

classroom. This past year took a toll on students, teachers, and administrators,

and this summer was the first step on the road to recovery. While a transition

back to in-person was not easy, we relished the opportunity to once again feel

each other’s physical presence as we welcomed students on the first day. 

In the midst of everything else going on, BSI celebrated its 5th year anniversary

this summer. Five years of relationships, community building, learning, and

growing together. Five years of field trips, new experiences, and laughter. Five

years of the best summer ever. 

The intersection of this mile-marker with the

return to a face-to-face platform created a 

serendipitous sense of celebration as we 

came together this summer. 

~Mallory Bubbett, Director of Programs
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W H O  W E  S E R V E

The cornerstone of our program is our 

students. This summer, BSI served students

from throughout the Southeast, with a vast

majority of students coming from the

Birmingham City and Jefferson County school

systems. While BSI caters towards students in

the Birmingham area, we also had the

pleasure of serving students from Georgia

and New Orleans who were visiting with

relatives for the summer. 

 A Demographic Breakdown of Our 51 Students

Across the SoutheastIn the Birmingham-Metro Area

Location of Students Served at BSI 2021



While BSI started out in 2017 as an all-boys

program, girls have been invited to participate

since 2018, and we maintain a roughly even

split between boys and girls. We have grown to

include students going into the 3rd-8th grades.

Almost all of the students at BSI identify as

Black or African American. 76% of students

receive free and reduced lunch from their

school. 

Black
94.9%

White
5.1%

Female
50.8%

Male
49.2%

Free/Reduced Lunch
76%

Other
24%

Gender

Race

Income
Identity



7th Grade
36.2%

8th Grade
17.2%

4th Grade
15.5%

3rd Grade
12.1%

5th Grade
10.3%

6th Grade
8.6%

Participants by Grade Level



H O W  W E  S E R V E
A  C O M M I T T M E N T  T O  R E L A T I O N S H I P S ,
C U L T U R E ,  A N D  E N G A G E M E N T

The in-person component of BSI is

structured much like a school day. Our

schedule runs Monday-Friday, 7:30am-

3:30pm, and students rotate through

classes like math, reading, enrichment,

P.E., and STEAM. Serving students that

have historically been pushed to the

margins of society, we are very intentional

about creating an environment and

culture that celebrates and uplifts our

students’ identities, experiences, and

perceptions of reality. We first want them

to feel safe and that they belong- if we

don’t accomplish this first, authentic

learning can not occur. 

Despite the relationships, inclusive

culture, and learning engagement we

created this summer, we struggled with

student attendance. Working with middle

schoolers presented attendance

challenges once summer sports training

kicked in. Additionally, some of the

changes forced by COVID, like fewer field

trips, was disappointing some parents

and students, resulting in lower

attendance. Despite these challenges, we

ended the summer with an attendance

rate of 75%.



7:30-3:30
MONDAY-FRIDAY

JUNE 14-JULY 2
JULY 12-JULY 23

20 HOURS
OF PHYSICAL 

EDUCATION

1 FIELD TRIP
5 STEAM UNITS

17 HOURS OF MATH
INSTRUCTION

17 HOURS OF
READING

INSTRUCTION

4,661 
MEALS SERVED

>20 HOURS OF 
ENRICHMENT
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A C A D E M I C
E X C E L L E N C E

This summer was the first time we

hosted a full in-person program for 3rd-

8th graders, and it was a challenge to

meet the wide variety of academic needs

our students brought to the table,

especially since we’re committed to

meeting students where they are,

regardless of where their grade level says

they should be. Nevertheless, we put our

1:10 certified teacher-student ratio to

work and found ways to accommodate

all of our students. 

Our first priority when approaching

academics is to instill a love of learning

and curiosity in our students. Not only do

we achieve high results, but we aim to

create lifelong learners in the process.

Our student-centered approach

prioritizes the lived experiences of our

students and what they find interesting

and fun to maximize engagement and

associate learning with joy.

Secondly, our aim is not to just get the

appearance of grade-level performance

built on a house of cards, but rather to fill

in students’ learning gaps to strengthen

their academic foundation and create

experiences for them to interact with

concepts and construct knowledge for

themselves. 



M A T H
At BSI, we believe that math education should be focused on 

conceptual understanding rather than procedural repetition. 

We want our students to develop an understanding of the 

patterns and relationships throughout mathematics. We utilize 

research-based math games and discussions to empower our students 

with the reasoning behind the procedures they are learning during the 

school year. Our students are free to explore different strategies and share their

thinking when solving problems. We believe that the impact of strengthening

their conceptual foundation in math will have an impact on their abilities over

the summer, and a greater impact on their futures in mathematics. Our goal is

for our students to see themselves as mathematicians. By the end of the

summer, students grew an average of 5.3 months in math. 



L I T E R A C Y
At the core of any successful literacy classroom is engendering 

a love of reading in students by finding out what students are 

interested in- what piques their curiosity, what’s relevant to their 

lives, what they care about- and using that as reading content. 

We are also intentional about choosing books that have characters that 

look like our students and that contain powerful ideas for students to 

process and internalize as they read. Our literacy curriculum included 

daily, sustained silent reading and teacher modeling through read-alouds as well

as a variety of decoding and comprehension strategies. After 15-20 minutes of

instruction, students found their own space and read independently for a

minimum of 20 minutes every day. Teachers and fellows followed suit by picking

up a book of their own or sitting with individual students to read with them. By

the end of the summer, students grew an average of 4.9 months in reading! 



E N R I C H M E N T
Every experience we can give our students will play a role in 

their journey as they discover who they are, who they want to be, 

and what kind of impact they want to have on the world. From 

the activity they hate the most to the person that inspires their 

deepest passion, it all has a part to play. 

This year, enrichment looked different. Since we were limited on where we 

could go and how many outside partners we could bring in due to the pandemic,

we developed our enrichment in-house with two main focal points being STEAM

and Identity. Students attended STEAM class every day where they participated in

week-long units that pushed them to think critically and creatively, and usually

culminated in some sort of competition at the end of the week. In Enrichment

class, students got to participate in identity workshops where they explored their

perceptions of other demographic groups and began to unpack how they and

others are affected by social, political, and cultural systems that are designed to

benefit some over others. From learning about the history of the Divine Nine

historically African American Greek organizations, a unit that culminated in

students’ participation in the tradition of step and stroll routines, to researching,

designing, and testing vessels meant to keep an egg safe when dropped from 20

feet, we remained committed to providing our students with a well-rounded

experience when they left us at the end of the summer. 

Additionally, we did get to take a field trip this summer to the FunTime skating rink

in Fultondale, AL. Skating together as a program creates a unique experience

where not only are we having fun, but we also witness each other, teachers and

students alike, at varying degrees of ability that differs from what we experience in

the classroom. We have both teachers and students that are novice and expert

skaters. Students get to see teachers and fellows try and fail over and over.

Students try and fail over and over. Some students and staff that are experts groove

and dance together as they skate. The experts help the novices get back up and try

again. It's one of the best community building activities we did this summer. 

Lastly, we had the privilege of visits from Birmingham Mayor Randall Woodfin and

Alabama Governor Kay Ivey. These visits were crucial for students to get the

opportunity to interact with local- and state-level officials and reflect on their roles

as politicians and leaders. 



E N R I C H M E N T
At BSI, we want to expose our students to as many different

types of people, fields, and activities that empower them to

explore themselves and what their likes, dislikes, interests,

and passions are. This enrichment develops a broad reservoir

of experience for each child to pull from and look to as a

guide as they make decisions and grow. 



E N R I C H M E N T
Integral to our environment are two community meetings. 

In the morning, we affirm, discuss, and breathe together. 

Affirmations take the form of BSI creeds that lift up identities and 

speak positively about who they are. Discussion topics range from 

events in the news, to behavior that needs to be addressed, to what 

happened over the weekend. Lastly, we practice mindfulness as a group to 

get our minds focused before heading to class.

 

Every day before our staff and students head to their individual classes, all of the

students, teachers, and teaching fellows would get on zoom for a short meeting.

During this meeting, students read the BSI creeds.

In the afternoon at dismissal, we get to interact with each other in a less structured

environment and decompress from the day. With no set schedule, this afternoon

community meeting has been used for dance parties, hair braiding, among us

tournaments, and joke-telling. The casual feel of this daily gathering sends students

home with a sense of connectedness. 



C U L T U R E  &
C O M M U N I T Y

In order for our students to be successful, we have to be very intentional

about the culture we build and the norms and dynamics we cultivate over

the summer. The culture at BSI responds to the culture and needs of our

students and empowers connection. Through the connections we make in

the classroom, between subjects, and with each other, we develop

relationships and put ourselves in a position to grow.



 We also host events throughout the summer that are 

intentionally designed to put our staff and students in situations 

where hierarchies of ability, knowledge, and experience are flipped. 

One example is the skating rink field trip, another is the staff-student 

basketball game. Leveraging the technological and musical skills of our 

fellows, we had a full-on MC/DJ set up, complete with game 

announcements and buzzers. Teams of students and staff rotated on and off 

the court so everyone could get a chance to play. With varying basketball abilities,

attitudes towards the outcome of the games, and interest in participation, it puts

everyone into a vulnerable position to compete with one another and demonstrate

sportsmanship. The willingness of our staff to play basketball with our students,

despite their ability or any discomfort they may feel, shows our students that we

are willing to engage in the things that they are interested in despite the

vulnerability they’re asked to reveal in the process, deepening the relationships we

have with each other. 

To wrap up the summer, we host a Final Celebration event where we invite parents

and stakeholders in to share a meal and watch students share a little about what

they accomplished over the summer. Student work was displayed all over the

hallway leading to the gym where the program was held. Student leaders gave

speeches about their experiences with handling responsibility and being a role

model for others. Students performed the step and stroll routines they had been

practicing- one of the routines was even created by two of our students!

Celebration is always a wonderful moment of the summer for us to look back and

share our joy and pride for the community we built and accomplishments we

made together. With students as the focus, there’s not a more appropriate way for

us to wrap-up the summer. 



Because the culture of BSI is based on connections and relationships, we

naturally place a large emphasis on family and support. We recognize the

value of all the hard work our students’ families put into providing for and

raising their children and make it our goal to be a partner in that process.

Over the summer, we all come together as one family for the benefit and

empowerment of our students. 

We reach out to our BSI family regularly by sending out weekly mass

communications with updates and highlights, checking in when a student

is absent without prior notice, and welcoming calls, emails and walk-ins if

there are any questions or concerns regarding our students and/or their

families.

We sent out a survey to parents at the end of the summer to get feedback

that we will use to inform our practices for the future. Of those that filled

out the survey, 83% of parents reported observing positive outcomes, 91%

said they were satisfied with the program, and 91% said they would enroll

their child in BSI next summer. When asked about how much BSI prepared

their students academically and socially/emotionally for the upcoming

school year, 91% of parents reported BSI prepared their student at least

somewhat in at least one of the categories, with 73% reporting BSI

prepared their student a tremendous amount. Below are parent comments

on their child’s experience this summer: 

P A R E N T
F E E D B A C K

“Mariah is very competitive,
focused and driven to be better

with time tables after being around
other students who had better

mastered the skill, especially kids
who were younger. She is

determined to return to school and
be multiplication ready!!!”

~BSI Parent
 
 



“My child loved stepping out of his shell and

making new friends; he loved learning how

to play chess, and now he wants to teach

me! Every day was something new that he

loved about BSI!!! He wants to better himself

in his math skills and reading skills!! He is so

sad that camp ended; he would love to

come back next year!! I just wanted to thank

BSI for everything this summer!!! I wish all of

you nothing but the best!!!”

 

~BSI Parent

 

 

“[My student] forged friendships,
found new interests and was able

to work on her math for the
upcoming year. She’s so excited to

come back.”
 

~BSI Parent
 
 



B S I
O N L I N E

Following our model from last summer,

and as recommended by the National

Board for Professional Teaching

Standards, we stuck with 2-hour

windows of learning for our elementary

and middle school students. We offered

two different windows each day, but

ultimately didn’t have enough students

interested in the morning time to

continue hosting that session. We

delivered Learning Boxes of materials for

students to complete the 5 STEAM units

taught over the summer. 

8 Students
1 Learning Box

Each
1 Certified

Teacher
2 Teaching

Fellows

5 STEAM 
Units June 14-July 2

July 12-23

Monday-
Wednesday
1:00-3:00pm



For the online curriculum, we collaborated with a team of 

five professors from Birmingham Southern College to create 

interdisciplinary project-based activities that pushed students to 

ask questions, think critically, and express their creativity. One 

example was creating marble mazes out of cardboard, tape, and other 

recycled materials and household items. Students learned about potential 

energy and friction and were asked to reimagine how they could 

incorporate everyday items around their house into the maze. For those that 

picked it up quickly, they were given added challenges to have their marble

complete their maze in a certain amount of time or add new components to their

mazes. 

STEAM Units: 
Marble mazes

Picasso Portraits and 3D Drawing

Pencil Catapults 

Masking Tape Shoes

Binder Clip and Craft Stick Towers 

While we didn’t see any significant growth in math or literacy skills through these

activities, we ended the summer with an attendance rate of 83%, demonstrating

students’ interest and eagerness to participate and learn.

“I noticed that the students enjoyed when the teaching

fellows participated in the activities with them. Some

of the kids would compare their artwork or even

compete in games with the fellows. Most of the

students would get excited when they won a game or

their artwork looked significantly better than the

teaching fellow. I believe that this built their

confidence. If a student was unsure about the answer

to a question, they would get help from a friend in the

classroom. This showed their willingness to work

together and enthusiasm in the learning process.” 

 

-BSI Online Fellow

 






