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Foreword
America intends its education system to be the 
cornerstone of the nation’s success, the great equalizer 
propelling each generation beyond the one before it.  
Yet we have not kept this promise. 
The opportunity gap in the U.S. is systemic, real, and widening, and income mobility has been on 
a steady decline since the 1940s.1 The job landscape is rapidly changing due to AI and advanced 
technologies, while graduates often emerge from high school and college without the durable 
skills expected in entry-level positions. Meanwhile, about 8 million jobs sit unfilled.2 

It’s time to build a future in which public education can truly make it possible for all young 
people to thrive in life, pursue careers of their choosing, and help shape our democracy. 
At TNTP, we are orienting our work and 
research toward this broader vision and 
asking ourselves: How can young people’s 
experiences become true engines of 
economic and social mobility? 

In the first paper in our Paths of Opportunity 
series, TNTP revealed five interconnected 
factors of mobility that young people 
need in order to thrive: a strong academic 
foundation, career-connected learning, 
opportunities to build social capital, personal 
support in their lives, and civic engagement in their community. These five factors do not work 
in isolation. Instead, they must be woven together into coherent support for young people, with 
coordinated efforts from the many systems that shape young people’s lives. It’s going to take all 
of us—in education, the business sector, government, and community organizations—to make 
opportunity not only possible but accessible for the next generation. 

TNTP’s new Research Center of Excellence is currently studying each factor of mobility and, 
critically, exploring the connections between them. This report, The Opportunity Makers, is the 
first chapter of our ongoing mobility research. It identifies how we can build a strong academic 
foundation for all students, particularly for historically marginalized groups like students of 
color, students experiencing poverty, multilingual learners, students with disabilities, and 
students with learning and thinking differences.  

How can young people’s 
experiences become true 
engines of economic and 
social mobility?

https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
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The Five Factors of Economic
and Social Mobility

What do young people need to thrive
in life, careers, and democracy?
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Academics alone can’t outweigh the effects of poverty, but a strong academic foundation 
remains a prerequisite for widespread mobility. As Paths of Opportunity showed, among 
young people experiencing poverty, those with strong academic outcomes were almost 
three times as likely to earn a living wage and report high levels of well-being by age 30 as 
their peers with weak academic outcomes. A solid academic foundation is the first and 
most important step toward equitable access to economic and social mobility. 

As a nation, how do we give every single student the chance to achieve a strong academic 
foundation and learn at or above grade level? If young people fall behind, for whatever 
reason, how do we help them catch up? How can we ensure that their long-term 
opportunities in adulthood are not dictated by learning losses in second or fourth or 
sixth grade? 

Many of these answers already exist in the daily practices of schools across the country. 
The seven public schools we studied for this report were truly inspiring and energizing. 
They not only caught students up; they maintained that progress for over a decade. The 
teams in these schools are setting up structures and making choices each day that create 
a profoundly different academic experience for young people and educators than their 
counterparts in schools with average learning.  

These trajectory-changing schools make opportunity possible for their students, and their 
foundational practices can be applied in any school system nationwide. We believe we can 
learn a great deal from what’s working in these schools and help entire school systems 
boost the learning gains of the next generation. 

We are deeply grateful to the school leaders and teachers who opened their doors to us and 
shared what they’ve learned over the years. They would be the first to say that they don’t 
have all the answers. But what they do have is proof that building a strong academic 
foundation is possible, no matter where young people start out. Young people who fall 
behind can—and do—catch up. The path to mobility is long, but these “opportunity makers” 
show us a hopeful first step. 

Dr. Tequilla Brownie 
CEO, TNTP

https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
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The Opportunity Makers

How do we transform PK–12 education into 
the great equalizer that it could be for all young 
people in this country? While a solid academic 
foundation alone does not outweigh the effects 
of poverty, it is one of five interconnected factors 
of social and economic mobility. According to our 
research, young people experiencing poverty are 
more likely to earn a living wage by age 30 and 
report high levels of well-being if they have strong 
academic outcomes in high school. But far too many 
students fall behind in school, and most students 
who fall behind stay behind. If we don’t transform 
student learning outcomes at scale, millions of 
young people may never catch up academically.   

We studied 28,000 elementary and middle schools 
where the average student was not yet on grade level. 
We found that the top five percent help students 
catch up by gaining more than 1.3 years of learning 
per academic year. Growing at this rate allows most 
students to catch up to grade level during their 
time in school. In three years, students gain a full 
extra year of learning—a potentially life-changing 

difference. Critically, these schools have maintained 
student academic growth over a decade. We call 
these schools “trajectory changing” because that’s 
exactly what they do.

To learn what makes these schools so effective, we 
studied seven trajectory-changing schools around 
the country that differed in several ways: They serve 
different communities, use different school models, 
operate under different state laws, and have different 
resources and curricula. Their principals have varied 
backgrounds, tenures, and leadership styles. We 
collected both quantitative and qualitative data on 
the experiences of students, teachers, school staff, 
and caregivers to find out how these schools created 
exceptional levels of learning for all young people. 

What we found was not a silver-bullet solution, a 
perfect curriculum, or a single rock star leader. 
Instead, these schools shared a commitment to 
doing three core things well: They create a culture of 
belonging, deliver consistent grade-level instruction, 
and build a coherent instructional program.

Executive Summary

https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
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Belonging
Schools create an emotional climate for learning 
that activates students’ ability to excel. 

Young people who are confident they belong in their learning environment can engage more 
fully in their learning.

Many schools are not oriented around the experiences of individual students. Under pressure 
to show results, schools focus on short-term proficiency targets and think about young people 
in groups, like “students on level,” “students with individualized education programs,” or 

“multilingual learners.” Unique student needs are addressed in silos, with little coordination 
between educators and caregivers. Students don’t always know how they need to grow, and they 
feel bad when they fall behind.  

Trajectory-changing schools systematically cultivate belonging and design support structures 
for each individual student. They build a full understanding of each young person—who they are 
both in and out of school—and work in teams to support their unique needs. They look beyond 
proficiency in a single year and aim for students to reach grade level over time. Students have a 
clear path to improvement and the confidence to walk it.

Young people say things like:

“I feel like they 
make every effort 
to know who I am 
as a student and as 
a person.” 

A first-grade student 
high-fives their teacher.
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Consistency
Schools deliver consistently good teaching 
and grade-level content for all students.

Many schools have some great teaching, but they also have a lot of variation in instructional 
quality. Teachers often plan lessons in isolation or source their own curriculum. Team meetings 
are unstructured, and leader feedback is unfocused. As a result, most assignments fall short of 
grade-level expectations, and teachers often lower the rigor of assignments for students who 
are behind.  

Trajectory-changing schools minimize variation among classrooms. All teachers meet a shared 
bar for quality content and good instruction. All students work on grade-level content, with 
additional support to access it if needed. Consistency is reinforced by schoolwide structures like 
a strong shared curriculum, structured collaboration, and focused feedback. Everyone holds the 
same high expectations and works together to improve.3 

Peter Rosado captures his 
students’ attention through 
an interactive math lesson.

Young people say things like:  
“We practice every 
day and I like that. 
Each lesson, each 
day, matters.”  
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Coherence
Schools build a unified instructional program 
and set priorities that are clear to all. 

Many schools lack a coherent instructional program. Schools plan for discrete blocks of time—
core classes, advisory periods, intervention, tutoring—without considering how they fit together 
for students. School systems and states pile on programming. Teachers juggle different 
materials, assessments, and software. Nobody knows where to focus, and student learning 
experiences are disconnected.  

Trajectory-changing schools ensure that all pieces of the school’s instructional program—
curriculum, materials, interventions, and assessments—work together to advance the same set 
of grade-level expectations. Everyone understands the role they play and how the dots connect. 
Leaders invest in a few focused initiatives, creating clarity for staff, students, and caregivers alike.

A sixth-grade student beams after 
solving a difficult question.

Young people say things like:

“[In intervention],
you see the topics 
a little before your
class. It always helps 
me with the lessons 
that I have coming up.”  



10

These focus areas may seem like common sense at 
first glance, but the cumulative effect of belonging, 
consistency, and coherence on students is 
profound. Creating a powerful baseline experience 
for every single young person, regardless of their 
background, abilities, or unique needs, means 
that week after week, the good days at school add 
up. Learning gains in these seven schools ranged 
from a remarkable 1.3 to 1.7 years of learning.  

To create new paths of opportunity for young people, 
we must learn from what’s already working. This 
diverse group of schools proves that it’s possible 
to get trajectory-changing results without a 
perfect curriculum or an ideal educational climate. 

The solution is in fact much more attainable. As 
educators continue to be inundated with new and 
competing priorities, these three focus areas offer 
schools much-needed permission to simplify.

To put the recommendations into action, our  
report includes an Opportunity Makers Toolkit 
that includes a Baseline Assessment for schools, 
detailed tools for educators, and Action Guides 
for different stakeholders based on our research 
into accelerating learning for students. 

It will take a collective effort to transform 
public education so it can truly prepare all 
young people for thriving lives, and there 
is no time to waste. We must act now.   

In this report, we recommend specific actions that can be taken to achieve 
profound results in every classroom across the country:

Create a supportive ecosystem. System leaders and policymakers can incentivize the 
three focus areas and remove obstacles for schools. Caregivers and community-based 
organizations can build belonging and support consistent, coherent learning experiences 
beyond the classroom.  

Reorient to the student experience. Schools must look beyond nine-month learning 
increments and anchor all decisions in the experience of the whole person who will be in the 
school system through age 18.  

Choose a narrow entry point. Trajectory-changing schools do less, and they do it better. 
School leaders should select a narrow focus that plays to their school’s strengths and improve 
step by step.  

Manage ongoing change. School and system leaders must create an ongoing, multiyear 
improvement process. Trajectory-changing schools use small “catalyzing” practices to build 
new habits and get everyone moving in the same direction. 

1

2

3

4

https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/
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When young people fall behind 
in school for any reason, it 
can profoundly affect their 
opportunities later in life. 
To understand what it takes to catch back up, we 
spent time with 144 elementary and middle school 
students who weren’t yet learning on grade level. 
Here’s what a few of them told us.

Ana, a soft-spoken third grader in small-town Texas, 
enjoys solving multiplication questions but is still 
learning English and gaining her confidence in 
reading. In first grade, she read below grade level and 
was hesitant to participate in class. “I was worried I 
wasn’t going to go to second grade,” she says.

Ethan, a chatty fifth grader in rural Tennessee, is 
excited about math class even though it’s hard for 
him. He fell behind in math during the pandemic and 
says he’s still playing catch-up from remote learning. 
“When we came back last year, there were times 
when the teacher would be talking and I would 
think, ‘I don’t remember this. I don’t know this,’” 
he says.

Santiago, an earnest fifth grader in Tucson, Arizona, 
loves hands-on science projects but finds reading 
challenging. He fell behind in reading due to an 
undiagnosed learning and thinking difference. 
“Sometimes I don’t really read some of the words 
correctly and I get nervous,” he says. “I’m doing 
the best I can.”

Falling behind is hard at any age, but here’s the good 
news: Ana, Ethan, and Santiago all attend the rare 
public schools where students consistently catch up.  

Each year, students at their schools gain more than 
1.3 years of learning—which adds up to a full extra 
year of learning in three years—and regain lost 
ground. Students will head into high school more 
confident in their abilities and prepared for complex 
work. Research shows that they will enter adulthood 
more likely to reach their goals in life. 

Something special is happening. What’s going right? 

What We Can Learn From 
Trajectory-Changing Schools

Students remain engaged 
during an interactive lesson 
on fractions and decimals.

Introduction
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The Challenge
Most students who fall behind stay behind. 

In roughly half of the nation’s public elementary 
and middle schools, the average student is not yet 
proficient in math and reading/language arts for their 
grade level.4 This has a profound impact on young 
people’s life trajectories. Strong academic outcomes 
are positively correlated with mobility for both young 
people who go to college and those who go straight 
into the workforce out of high school.5  

While academics alone can’t outweigh the effects of 
poverty, excelling at school is a critical component of 
economic and social mobility in adulthood—and for 
far too long, the PK–12 education system has left the 
most vulnerable young people behind.  

TNTP’s 2018 report The Opportunity Myth 
demonstrated that most students—and 
especially students of color, those from low-
income families, those with mild to moderate 
disabilities, and English language learners—spent 
the vast majority of their school days missing 

out on four crucial resources: grade-appropriate 
assignments, strong instruction, deep engagement, 
and teachers with high expectations.  

Our more recent research on learning acceleration 
showed that students of color and those from 
low-income backgrounds were more likely 
than their white, wealthier peers to experience 
remediation—reviewing big chunks of missed 
material—rather than acceleration, or just-
in-time help doing grade-level tasks.  

These inequities have significant consequences. 
Research shows that the gap in test scores 
between affluent students and those experiencing 
poverty has grown by about 40 percent since the 
1960s.6 These inequities only deepened during 
the pandemic, as students who were already 
behind academically lost the most ground.7 Our 
analysis shows that a typical fourth grader who 
was one year behind in math in 2017 was fully 
two years behind by eighth grade in 2021.8 

A fifth-grade student writes 
takeaways after reading a 
grade-appropriate text.

Introduction

https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/
https://tntp.org/publication/accelerate-dont-remediate/
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As TNTP showed in Paths of Opportunity: What 
It Will Take for All Young People to Thrive, the 
stakes are high. Students experiencing poverty 
who had strong academic outcomes were 
almost three times as likely to earn a living wage 
and report a high level of adult well-being as 
their peers with weak academic outcomes.  

If we don’t transform student learning outcomes at 
scale, millions of young people may never catch up 
academically. Without a strong academic foundation, 
they will be less equipped to pursue careers of their 
choice, achieve financial security, and thrive in life. 
This not only shortchanges individual young people; 
it also weakens our workforce, our communities, 
and our nation as a whole. For the good of the next 
generation, we must systematically accelerate 
student learning in thousands of schools nationwide.

With the right support and hard work, we know it’s 
possible for young people to catch back up and learn 
on grade level. But how often does that happen? 

To find out, we reviewed a decade of student 
learning data (from 2008-18) from public 
schools (both traditional and charter) serving 
elementary and middle school students across 
the U.S. Unfortunately, our analysis shows that 
most students who fall behind stay behind.  

Out of nearly 28,000 elementary and middle schools 
where the average student was not yet on grade level, 
just 5 percent of schools helped the average student 
gain more than 1.3 years of learning per school year.9 
(Figure 1) At that rate, students gain a full extra year 
of learning in three years, enabling them to regain 
lost ground. But catching up is all too rare. In nearly 
a quarter (23 percent) of those 28,000 schools, 
students actually gained less than a year of learning, 
widening the academic gap.10 Worse, the schools 
with widening gaps disproportionately served Black 
students and students experiencing poverty, which 
means that the young people who are most in need 
of a learning boost are the least likely to get it.

How does TNTP define  
“catching up” to grade level?   
To identify trajectory-changing schools to 
study, we used the Stanford Education Data 
Archive (SEDA 4.1). SEDA combines state 
testing data with the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress to compare scores from 
state tests on a common national scale. It 
provides test scores from 2008–09 through 
2017–18 in reading and math. It captures 
grades 3–8, so we focused our studies on 
elementary and middle schools. 

We defined “trajectory-changing” schools as 
schools where the average students was not 
yet on grade level in the initial tested grade 
and grew at least 1.3 relative grade levels 
per year. This threshold, while somewhat 
arbitrary, is also practical. Setting the bar at 
1.3 relative grade levels per year captures 
the top 5 percent of public elementary and 
middle schools in SEDA. At this growth 
rate, compounded over several years, most 
students who are behind in elementary 
and middle school can reach grade-level 
proficiency during their time in school.

Students aren’t falling behind from lack of effort. 
Educators are doing their best to respond to 
COVID-related learning loss in relentlessly difficult 
conditions. Education leaders are throwing 
money and programs at the problem. But even 
before COVID, schools struggled to help students 
catch up. Most students simply aren’t making 
enough progress to close the gap between 
where they are and where they need to be.

https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
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Figure 1 
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Trajectory-Changing Practices
In 1,300 schools, students started behind—and consistently 
caught up. We can learn from what’s going right.

In 2021, we set out to learn from schools that were 
successfully helping young people catch up. Using 
public data in the Stanford Education Data Archive 
(SEDA), we sorted through 28,000 elementary and 
middle schools where the average student was not 
yet on grade level in either math or reading in their 
initial tested grade. We found 1,300 outliers—the 5 
percent of schools where students gained more than 
1.3 years of learning each school year. These schools 
generated consistently outsized learning gains for 
students who were not yet on grade level. 

Growing at this rate allows most students to catch up 
during their time in school. In three years, students 
gain a full extra year of learning. A student who starts 
third grade one year behind in math is on grade level 
by sixth grade—a potentially life-changing difference. 
We call these schools “trajectory changing” because 
that’s exactly what they do. (Figure 2)  

Critically, these trajectory-changing schools have 
bucked the national trend for a decade. Student 
academic growth was consistent across different 
demographic groups and consistent over time. 
Because their trends are long-term, this isn’t about 
a single heroic leader or group of self-sacrificing 
teachers. It’s not the result of a onetime investment 
or a one-off initiative. This isn’t a silver-bullet story. 

Instead, trajectory-changing schools show us a long 
arc of sustained improvement by helping students 
gain 1.3 years or more of learning, year after year. 
These schools have found a way to sustain progress 
despite changes in leadership and the education 
landscape. Clearly, there must be durable systems, 
practices, and daily habits that can create exceptional 
levels of learning for all young people. 

Figure 2

Introduction
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To understand what sets these schools apart, we 
selected seven trajectory-changing schools around 
the country for in-depth study. (Figure 3) Since the 
SEDA data captures grades 3–8, we focused our 
studies on elementary and middle schools (New 
Heights Academy Charter spans grades 5–12, but 
we focused on grades 5–8). These schools serve 
historically marginalized populations, including 
students experiencing poverty, students of color, 
multilingual learners, students with disabilities, and 
students with learning and thinking differences.

Collectively, the seven schools are broadly 
representative of U.S. schools where the average 
student starts out below grade level at the initial 
tested grade, with one caveat: The schools serve 
disproportionately low numbers of Black students, 
and only one of the seven schools serves a majority-
Black student body. (Figure 4) This reflects a larger 
demographic reality: Black students have significantly 
less access to trajectory-changing schools overall. 

Figure 3
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We intentionally chose schools that are very different 
from one another: They serve different communities, 
use different school models, operate under different 
state laws, and have different resources and curricula. 
Their principals have varied backgrounds, tenures, 
and leadership styles. So how did they all get 
outstanding results for students? 

To find out, we sought out diverse perspectives  
from school staff, teachers, students, and caregivers 
to identify a set of best practices that any school 
community could replicate. We collected both 
quantitative data (e.g., academic observations and 
surveys) and qualitative data (e.g., focus groups, 
interviews, and field notes from shadowing).  
(Figure 5) For a detailed summary of our approach, 
see the Methodology section.  

Figure 4

Figure 5 
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Targeted Attention to Three Focus 
Areas Leads to Extraordinary Impact  
Before we visited, we worried that the schools would 
exhibit an unattainable level of perfection. Instead, 
what we saw was far more replicable. Trajectory-
changing schools focus on doing three core things 
well: They create a culture of belonging, deliver 
consistent grade-level instruction, and create a 
coherent instructional program. 

These focus areas may seem like common sense, but 
their cumulative impact was profound. As educators 
and system leaders continue to be inundated with 
new and competing priorities, these three focus areas 
offer schools much-needed permission to simplify.  

In this report and associated resources, we aim to 
share the specific systems and practices that schools 
can cultivate to achieve these same profound results 
for students in every classroom across the country.

Belonging
Belonging—the experience of being accepted 
and respected—is a prerequisite for learning.11 
When young people are confident that they 
belong in their learning environment, they can 
engage more fully in learning.12 In schools that 
foster a sense of belonging, educators prioritize 
understanding every student as both a person 
and a learner. Young people are known as unique 
individuals rather than as members of groups.13 
In our surveys, students at trajectory-changing 
schools were more likely to say that they felt 
supported and cared for by their school and 
challenged by their teacher than students at 
schools with average rates of learning. 

Belonging consists of more than warm 
relationships with teachers. It is created 
structurally by intentional policies, practices, 
and systems14 that respect students’ identities, 
recognize their agency, and affirm their ability 
to succeed.15 Designing support for individual 
students may sound overwhelming, particularly 
in larger middle or high schools. Yet these 
schoolwide structures and practices can scale 
successfully across all school sizes and grades. 
All seven trajectory-changing schools, 
regardless of their size, had key structures in 
place for belonging.

Consistency 
Most schools have some good teaching but a 
lot of variation from one classroom to the next. 
In The Opportunity Myth, we followed nearly 
4,000 students across five school systems, and 
the average lesson we observed was rated good 
or strong in 5 out of 10 classrooms—and poor 
almost half the time. 

In trajectory-changing schools, the average 
lesson we observed was rated good or strong 
in 9 out of 10 classrooms, and very few lessons 
were poor. Across all classrooms, the steady 

accumulation of good lessons—not unattainably 
perfect ones—sets trajectory-changing schools 
apart.  

In these consistently good lessons, students at 
all learning levels work on grade-level content, 
with support to access it if needed. Teachers 
in all classrooms meet a shared bar for quality 
content and good instruction. Consistency is 
reinforced by schoolwide structures like a strong 
shared curriculum, structured collaboration, and 
focused feedback. Everyone holds the same high 
expectations and works together to improve.  

https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/


19

Coherence 
Trajectory-changing schools ensure all efforts 
fit together so students know what to expect 
and how to succeed. Each piece of the school’s 
instructional program—curriculum, materials, 
interventions, and assessments—works in 
concert with the others to advance the same 
grade-level expectations, and teachers make 

those connections clear to students and their 
caregivers. Leaders make it possible for teachers 
to focus, and caregivers know where students 
stand and how to help, making students’ learning 
experiences logical, predictable, and unified. 

Improving Teacher Experience 
Critically, trajectory-changing schools also create a 
better experience for teachers. We compared teacher 
surveys from trajectory-changing schools with those 
from schools with similar student demographics but 
average rates of learning. Eighty-three percent of 
teachers at the trajectory-changing schools agreed 
that their school was “a good place to teach and 
learn,” compared to 69 percent of teachers at schools 
with average student learning. (Figure 6) 

Figure 6

In an era of teacher burnout, this feels hopeful. We 
can accelerate learning for students and improve the 
experience for teachers. We don’t need to expect an 
unattainable level of perfection from teachers and 
school leaders. We don’t need to wait for an ideal 
curriculum or policy environment. We can act now.

Trajectory-Changing Schools Create 
Opportunities for Students to Thrive 
When students learn in an environment with 
belonging, consistency, and coherence, the 
cumulative effect is profound. These elements 
combine to create a powerful baseline experience 
for every single young person, regardless of their 
background, abilities, or unique needs. Week after 
week, the good days at school add up.  

The impact these schools have made and sustained 
makes it possible to envision a nation where 
trajectory-changing schools are not the exception 
but the norm. Imagine the possibilities for students, 
families, and communities if all young people have 
the chance to develop a strong academic foundation 
that sets them up for thriving lives, meaningful 
careers, and economic and social mobility.16 The road 
map to changing students’ trajectories exists in the 
practices of the 1,300 schools and communities that 
are providing those opportunities right now.  
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Schools Create an Emotional Climate for Learning

Trajectory-changing schools know each 
student well to meet their needs and 

support their growth.

Belonging

Trajectory-Changing Practices
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Santiago is an enthusiastic 
fifth grader at Van Buskirk 
Elementary in Tucson, Arizona. 
He loves building things and 
hopes to become an engineer. 
His teacher says he is a “delight” 
and keeps two of his origami 
creations—a crane and a bear—
on her bulletin board. The bear 
holds a paper heart addressed  
to his teacher. 
It’s hard to tell now, but when Santiago was 
younger, he often got in trouble. After his father 
passed away, he struggled to focus in class 
and was diagnosed with learning and thinking 
differences. At another school, Santiago might 
have been written off as a troublemaker. At Van 
Buskirk, staff understood Santiago’s situation 
and invested in his long-term growth. Over time, 
with an individualized education program (IEP), 
consistent instruction, and in-class support at 
school, Santiago stabilized and began to thrive.  

Everyone—his teacher, principal, speech specialist, 
counselor, mother, and grandmother—is working 
together to get Santiago the support he needs. 
Academic support and psychological safety go 
hand in hand. “If students don’t know you love 
them and care about them, they’re not going to 
succeed, in fifth grade or in life,” his teacher says. 
“Here students are pushed, and they feel safe.”  

Santiago is still performing below grade level in math 
and reading but is making progress. His principal, 
Victoria Barajas, says that reading instruction has 

been the “secret sauce” to building Santiago’s 
independence and maturity. “Sometimes I don’t 
really read some of the words correctly and I get 
nervous sometimes,” Santiago says. “My teacher 
works one on one with me. I’m trying my best, and 
the school is helping boost me up there.” 

“The school is helping 
boost me up there.”

–Santiago, fifth-grade student 
at Van Buskirk Elementary

In class, Santiago and his partner are reading 
about the hunting habits of owls, a lesson that 
Santiago says is “one of his favorites.” As he 
reads out loud, Santiago’s partner notices 
that he’s having a hard time with the word 
“unsuspecting.” She asks him to slow down and 
read it silently to himself, then try saying the word 
again. This time, Santiago is more accurate. 

At the end of the lesson, Santiago is pleased 
with his progress. He tells his partner, “I 
hope that this is a fifth-grade text because 
I read all those paragraphs by myself!”
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Santiago is known well by multiple adults, believes 
in his own abilities, and trusts that the whole school 
has his back. This sense of belonging goes beyond 

Let’s imagine what Santiago’s experience might look like in two different scenarios:

a warm relationship with his teacher. Van Buskirk 
Elementary has schoolwide structures, policies, and 
practices to support Santiago’s long-term growth.

Belonging
Care and Challenge Go Hand in Hand

Without an Emphasis on Belonging With an Emphasis on Belonging

Individual 
Knowledge

Students may be known by a teacher, 
but relationships are left to chance. 

Santiago is primarily known at school as a kid 
with an IEP who gets into trouble a lot. Only his 
core teacher knows why or what lights him up.

Every student is known well as 
an individual and a learner. 

Santiago is known by all adults as a 
budding engineer, a child who experienced 
a loss, and an enthusiastic learner 
who loves hands-on activities.

Individual 
Needs

Specialists tend to work in silos.

Santiago receives speech support and 
counseling, but they’re unconnected to 
his academic assignments or home life. 

Educators work together to identify 
needs and provide personal support. 

Santiago’s teacher, principal, speech 
specialist, counselor, mother, and 
grandmother work together to support him.

Individual 
Growth

Educators focus on group proficiency 
in nine-month testing windows. 

Santiago won’t be proficient in reading 
this year so he’s not a top priority for 
test prep. He feels like he’s failing.

Educators focus on incremental 
growth for every student over time. 

Santiago’s growth is a top priority. He has 
smaller reading goals that will build his skills 
over time. He’s confident he’s improving.



23

To understand the student experience of belonging, 
we compared student surveys from trajectory-
changing schools to students in schools with 
similar student demographics but average rates of 
learning. In both sets, the average student started 
below grade level in the initial tested grade.  

Young people in both sets of schools tended to 
trust their teacher, particularly in elementary 
grades. Ninety percent of students at trajectory-
changing schools agreed with the statement “My 
teacher makes me feel like I belong,” compared 
to 75 percent of students at schools with average 
learning. (Figure 7) But as other research has 
noted, belonging takes more than just warm 
relationships with an individual teacher.17  

At trajectory-changing schools, students trusted 
the school as a whole. In surveys, more than 8 in 
10 students at trajectory-changing schools said 
they felt supported by their school and cared for 
by people at their school, compared to around 6 
in 10 students at schools with average learning. 

Students at trajectory-changing schools were also 
more likely to feel challenged by their teacher. More 
than 8 in 10 students said their teacher asks them to 
keep trying when they felt like giving up, compared 
to fewer than 7 in 10 in schools with average 
learning. Care and challenge go hand in hand.18 

Figure 7
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Individual Knowledge: 
Every student is known well as an 
individual and a learner 
At trajectory-changing schools, every student 
is known well by at least one adult. Teachers 
describe their students holistically: how they 
learn, what they need academically, and what 
their life is like outside of school. Principals know 
when individual students are behind academically 
and how the school provides support.  

Knowing young people well also means knowing 
their families. Caregivers in trajectory-changing 
schools recall small, personal touches that made 
them and their children feel seen: a friendly call from 
a principal, a crossing guard greeting them by name, a 
counselor sending home a book when their dog died.  

For young people to feel a sense of belonging, 
educators and caregivers must feel a sense 
of belonging as well. Ninety-one percent of 
caregivers at trajectory-changing schools agreed 
with the statement that “the school is welcoming 
to people like me,” compared to 80 percent of 
caregivers at schools with average learning. 

The expectation of knowing young people 
and their families well is woven into the fabric 
of trajectory-changing schools. It’s set by 
leaders, modeled by teachers, and reinforced 
by school schedules and structures.  

Leaders describe a relationship orientation as a 
mindset that they hire for and reinforce. In hiring, 
leaders at New Heights Academy Charter School 
look for evidence that candidates have an “intimate 
knowledge” of the neighborhood. Leaders at Center 
City PCS Brightwood look for teachers who learn 
students’ names during demo lessons. “This really 
small moment says a lot of the work you’re willing 
to do to build relationships,” says former assistant 
principal Anna Kaplan. 

But mindset is just the start. Relationships are 
constantly reinforced by school structures and 
practices. At New Heights Academy Charter School, 
each teacher contacts 10 caregivers a week—by text, 
email, or phone—and logs it in a teacher journal. 

Teachers don’t just call when something goes wrong. 
They also reach out to caregivers to talk about an A on 
a test, academic improvement, or great attendance. 

Time for connection is explicitly built into school 
schedules, particularly in higher grades when 
students typically begin switching classes and have 
less time with a single teacher. Both South Sioux City 
Middle School and Center City PCS Brightwood use 
an advisory period to build personal relationships. 
It’s a short and unscripted window each week for 
teachers to interact informally with more students. 

C.E. Rose PreK–8 takes a different approach to 
building relationships with a self-contained model. 
Instead of rotating classes in middle school, students 
stay with a single teacher for all subjects, deepening 
their relationships with a primary teacher.  

Schools also document and share what they learn 
about young people. At both JC Kelly Elementary 
and Trousdale County Elementary, teachers hand off 
folders of student information, on both academics 
and behavior, to the incoming teacher. At the end of 
every year, Center City PCS Brightwood teachers fill 
out a simple four-column spreadsheet with 

A fifth grader 
concentrates while 
working on a book report.
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information on each student: name, academic 
strength, area of growth, and something personal 
(like a love of soccer or a seating preference) to help 
the incoming teacher begin to build a relationship.  

Individual Needs:
Educators work together to identify 
needs and provide personal support 
To ensure every student feels accepted and 
respected, trajectory-changing schools proactively 
identify and address a full range of students’ unique 
assets and needs. These could be intellectual  
(a learning or thinking difference), physical (medicine 
or glasses), or emotional (support with self-
confidence), building a set of personal supports for 
each child. This information is discussed collectively 
and acted on consistently. A specialist isn’t the 
only one thinking about how to support a student 
holistically; everyone is.  

The focus on personal support for students is 
explicitly stated and modeled by leaders, and schools 
place students with the greatest needs at the center 
of their approach. In Center City PCS Brightwood, this 
priority is displayed prominently: “In 2023-24, we will 
prioritize high-quality, rigorous, and joyful learning at 
school, with a specific focus on exceptional learners,” 
meaning multilingual learners, students with 
disabilities or learning and thinking differences, and 
gifted and talented students. 

School structures reinforce this shared ownership. 
Brightwood restructured its data reviews and co-
planning meetings by opening them with discussion 
of exceptional learners, which keeps them at the 
center of all conversations. Former assistant principal 
Anna Kaplan explains, “We flipped the questioning 
by starting with: How did our exceptional students 
perform? Usually at meetings, you cover the 
exceptional students at the very end. But if you start 
with exceptional learners, you’ll find a way to support 
everyone else.” 

In Trousdale County Elementary, staff who provide 
core instruction and supplemental support for 
students—general education, special education, 
specialists for multilingual learners, and grade-level 

principals—work together. They meet every four 
weeks to review assessment data and align lesson 
plans for whole-class instruction and intervention. 
Teachers also meet during their planning periods 
on joint support for individual students. In most 
schools, core teachers and specialists work in silos. 
Trajectory-changing schools have structures in place 
for educators to align and plan instruction together 
for students receiving supplemental services.  

“When we see the most growth is when I am able to 
collaborate with the [general education] teacher,” 
says a Trousdale special education teacher. “It helps 
me know what to work on during pull-out and how to 
hold students accountable. Collaboration should be 
common sense.” 

“The data is alive and breathing, 
and student work is the fertile 
ground. I’m not assessment-
driven; I’m driven by grade-
level standards and what kids 
are learning.” 

—Victoria Barajas, principal of 
Van Buskirk Elementary

Individual Growth:
Educators focus on incremental growth 
for every student over time 
Belonging is not separate from academics. Research 
shows that learning environments that emphasize 
belonging affirm each student’s capacity to succeed 
by combining high expectations with the guidance 
and strategies needed to meet them.19 They also 
normalize the use of academic support, reducing the 
shame and stigma of falling behind.20  
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At trajectory-changing schools, each student has 
a challenging and reasonable goal that puts them 
on track to reach grade level over time. Schools 
know that some students won’t catch up in a single 
year—and that’s OK. Instead, they break down the 
big goal into small chunks and celebrate progress 
with students, teachers, and caregivers. This focus on 
growth affirms students’ capacity to succeed. Young 
people believe in their capacity to meet their goals 
because everyone around them believes it too. 

As a teacher at JC Kelly Elementary explains, “Growth 
is our goal, and we tell students it’s their goal too. For 
me, success is them reaching their own goals. If they 
improved, it was a successful year.”  

A focus on long-term growth doesn’t erase the reality 
of annual testing. But while trajectory-changing 
schools are subject to the same annual accountability 
metrics as any other school, leaders don’t shortcut 
instruction to prep for tests. They play a longer game: 
Every student will reach grade level over time. 

For example, leaders at Van Buskirk Elementary 
believe that literacy is the key to unlocking learning 
in all subjects, so they focus their attention on a 
singular goal: Every student will read on or above 
grade level by middle school. Similarly, leaders at 
Trousdale County Elementary set a multiyear goal for 
all students to reach grade-level proficiency by the 
end of fifth grade. 

To ensure students are on track for their long-term 
goals, schools use regular assessments linked to their 
primary growth goal (like weekly quizzes aligned 
to the state standards) and simple shared tools to 
capture and analyze data. The goal is not to prep 
for tests; the goal is to understand what students 
are learning.21 Instead of waiting for year- or term-
end assessments, they analyze student work and 
assessment results to monitor learning and tailor 
support for students in real time. 

As Barajas, Van Buskirk’s principal, explains: “The 
data is alive and breathing, and student work is the 
fertile ground. I’m not assessment-driven; I’m driven 
by grade-level standards and what kids are learning.” 

Explore The Opportunity 
Makers Toolkit

Action Guide for Educators: Belonging

Data collection doesn’t need to be complicated. Van 
Buskirk Elementary and Center City PCS Brightwood 
use tables in Word documents to review weekly quiz 
results. Trousdale County Elementary uses a basic 
data spreadsheet in Excel. JC Kelly Elementary has a 
“data room” with student learning profiles and recent 
results on the wall. Regardless of the format, what 
matters is that data is broken down by student and 
used consistently. 

Clear data keeps the focus on individual students who 
need support. In data conversations, educators plan 
for student growth in both the short and long term. 
They don’t just think about student performance 
in a single year; they work across teams to identify 
knowledge gaps and close them over time.  

In Center City PCS Brightwood, middle school math 
teachers work together to ensure that kids master 
core concepts each year and leave prepared for 
algebra in high school. They know exactly what has 
been covered in previous grades and collaborate to 
fill gaps. This helps teachers stick to grade-level work 
in class, with support for students who need it, rather 
than spending time on review. 

At New Heights Academy Charter School (grades 
5–12), educators view all eight years with the 
students as a runway to get them on grade level. They 
have “data on top of data” and they can fill holes over 
time. As high school principal Fred Givens puts it: “Do 
you judge the team at halftime or when the game is 
over? Middle school performance is a little lower right 
now, but we have them for four more years.” 

https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-belonging/
 https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-belonging
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In morning advisory at Center City Public Charter 
Schools (PCS) Brightwood, a middle school math 
teacher is eating breakfast in the auditorium with 
nine students from grades 5–8. He’s talking sports 
with students on the left while helping students 
on the right finish their math homework. After 
breakfast, a teacher leads all middle school students 
in a spirited competition to build paper towers. The 
math teacher’s advisory group ekes out a win and 
celebrates with high fives and good-natured  
trash talk.  

This exercise is more than just fun; it’s an intentional 
way to build relationships. Relationships are 
the foundation of the Brightwood campus, 
a small community school that serves a D.C. 
neighborhood with a vibrant immigrant population. 
Brightwood’s motto—“All our kids are all our 
kids”—is referenced constantly. It means that 
every staff member strives to know the name of 
every student and to be collectively responsible 
for both their academics and well-being.   

Relationships have always been important, but the 
school made the norm more explicit in 2016 after 
mapping their school safety net with the CityBridge 
Foundation. During a staff meeting, they wrote all 
250-plus student names on chart paper. Teachers 
put check marks by each child they felt like they had 
a genuine relationship with and then brainstormed 
ways to reach the students without advocates.  

Rather than just relying on individual teachers to take 
initiative, teachers and leaders proposed creative 
school programs and structures to reinforce the norm 
of knowing kids well. “We tried a million different 
things. We start small, bias toward action, and scale 
up what works,” says principal Micah Westerman.  

They shifted from grade-level homerooms to smaller- 
group, mixed-grade middle school advisories to 
encourage relationships across grade bands. They 
added a weekly assembly, with games like building 
the paper towers. They created a “Brightwood 
Families” program, where teachers have 10 students 
from different grades assigned to their “family,” 
and they do collaborative service projects and fun 
activities together several times a year.  

Collective knowledge of students is also baked 
into the school academic schedule. Middle school 
teachers are in and out of each other’s classrooms 
frequently, particularly in the first six weeks of 
school, a practice they call “swarming.” Swarming 
encourages all teachers—both core content teachers 
and support staff—to visit other classrooms during 
planning time and work with students. After the 
first six weeks, teachers have a defined schedule 
for visiting classrooms in other grades or subjects 
to provide support. This deepens collaboration and 
helps teachers build a 360-degree view of students.  

When the structures are set up to reinforce knowing 
kids, schools don’t need to script the actions. There is 
no checklist for knowing young people well. Instead, 
Brightwood is intentional about hiring teachers 
with the right mindset, using scenario questions to 
understand how candidates interact with students. 
Then they set clear norms and create an environment 
that fosters daily opportunities to build relationships.  

As one middle school teacher explains, “We say, ‘All 
our kids are all our kids,’ and we really mean that. 
We’ve made some good hires who are able to model 
it. People are just doing it, and if we see someone 
doing it in a way that’s inauthentic, we can call each 
other on it. We believe it and live it out.”  

Case Study

Center City Public Charter 
Schools, Brightwood

PK3–8 • WASHINGTON, D.C.
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Schools Stack Good Days for Students

Trajectory-changing schools raise the 
bar with consistently good teaching 

and grade-level content.   

Consistency

Trajectory-Changing Practices
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At C.E. Rose PreK–8, fourth 
graders Eduardo and Sara are 
practicing persuasive writing. 
They’re hunched over their 
notebooks, drafting a five-
paragraph essay in response 
to their favorite text from the 
learning unit. In the story, a 
guinea pig tricks a fox into 
believing the sky is falling.  
Together, they workshop their essay’s opening 
hook: “The sky is falling! The sky is falling! Have you 
ever heard that the sky is falling?” They agree that 
this hook will make the reader want to know more, 
particularly from the drama added by the exclamation 
points and question mark. 

Then they discuss what to include in the introductory 
paragraph and a thesis statement. They focus on the 
entertaining characters, the way the story makes 
them laugh, and the funny words it contains, like 
“alfalfa.” Sara proposes an intro: “This story is funny 
because...” Eduardo replies: “I’ve got a better one: ‘It 
makes us laugh because…’” Sara responds that they 
“can’t just keep writing over and over that it’s funny. 
It’s funny because of how the characters behave.”  

They work independently as the teacher circulates, 
building off each other’s ideas and referencing their 
notes from the previous day’s work in their “data 
notebook,” a practice designed to build students’ 
ownership over their own learning. Eduardo asks Sara 
to check his spelling of a word. Sara writes the word 
two different ways in her notebook, and they find the 
answer together. 

The lesson itself is not particularly special, but 
the way Eduardo and Sara are engaging with it 
is. Eduardo is a multilingual learner who is still 
“minimally proficient” on state reading tests. Sara is 
a more advanced reader than Eduardo, but they’re 
both digging into the same grade-level text, and 
they’re supporting each other as they work. They’re 
comfortable with classroom routines and confident in 
finding answers on their own.  

That confidence is built through consistent content 
and practice, day after day, and week after week. 
Eduardo says that writing lessons are his favorite and 
that he enjoys the daily practice. “Our teacher has us 
do it every day, and I like that,” he says.

“Each lesson each 
day matters.”

–Eduardo, fourth-grade student 
at C.E. Rose PreK–8
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Consistency 
Collaboration, Shared Expectations, and Dependably Good Lessons

Eduardo and Sara are engaging independently with 
a solid, grade-level lesson, using routines they know 
well. They are on task, leading the thinking and 
enjoying the work. Eduardo and Sara get lessons of 

similar quality all day long—some are excellent, but all 
are consistently good. This steady consistency is what 
sets trajectory-changing schools apart.

Let’s imagine what Eduardo’s experience might look like in two different scenarios:

Inconsistent Consistent

Content

Students who are behind spend 
their time on remedial work.

Eduardo does a fill-in-the-blank 
worksheet while Sara reads a grade-
level text and writes an essay. He doesn’t 
get to practice persuasive writing.

All students do grade-level work 
with different support.

Eduardo reads the same text as Sara. He 
previewed the text in a small group the day 
before and takes notes on each paragraph 
in his data notebook as he rereads.

Collaboration

Teachers work independently 
and plan lessons in isolation.

Eduardo’s teacher knows he needs 
more support but is unsure how to help. 
She searches for resources online.

Teachers work in structured 
teams to improve instruction.

Eduardo’s teacher shares his essay with 
other teachers in her weekly team meeting. 
Together, they identify a new way to support 
Eduardo in the upcoming lesson sequence.

Reinforcement

Leader feedback is unfocused.

The principal periodically pops in 
without context. She gives Eduardo’s 
teacher a dozen improvement areas.

Leaders focus on foundational 
practices in all classrooms.

The principal reads the team meeting notes. In 
her weekly walk-through, she checks Eduardo’s 
work and gives his teacher one clear tip.
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To understand the student experience of consistency, 
we observed nearly 500 lessons in trajectory-
changing schools, rating them on more than 20 
indicators, including a culture of learning, grade-level 
content, and student ownership. A “good” lesson hits 
most of the criteria most of the time; a “strong” one 
covers every element.  

We found that the average lesson across all 
seven schools was rated strong in 35 percent 
of classrooms. By contrast, the average lesson 
we observed in a typical public school in The 
Opportunity Myth was rated strong in just 16 percent 
of classrooms. (Figure 8) Students in trajectory-
changing schools receive strong instruction 
twice as often as students in a typical school.  

Figure 8 

But isolated pockets of excellence don’t accelerate 
student learning at scale, as other research has 
noted.22 It’s the steady accumulation of good 
lessons that sets trajectory-changing schools 
apart. Across all seven schools, the average lesson 

was good or strong in 9 out of 10 classrooms, and 
very few lessons were poor. In a typical school, 
the average lesson was good or strong in just 5 
out of 10 classrooms—and poor nearly half the 
time, often because teachers don’t have the 
clarity and support they need to be successful. 

If we picked a student at random in a typical school, 
that student would have a 1 in 2 chance of having 
a good lesson on any given day. But in trajectory-
changing schools, we could pick a student in any 
class, on any day, and almost always land a good 
lesson. Moving the average lesson from poor to good 
makes a big difference, and delivering consistently 
good lessons is an eminently reachable goal. 

Consistent Content:
All students do the same grade-level 
work with different supports 
The Opportunity Myth found that students had the 
opportunity to meet grade-level standards on their 
assignments just 17 percent of the time. Teachers 
often lower the rigor of assignments for students  
who are behind. A student struggling with third-grade 
math may get a second-grade practice assignment,  
a trend exacerbated by attempts to respond to 
learning loss related to the pandemic. But when 
students spend most of their time on assignments 
below grade level, it’s nearly impossible for them  
to make up lost ground. 

At trajectory-changing schools, all students 
consistently get grade-level content, regardless  
of their learning level. In nearly 8 out of 10 observed 
lessons (85 percent in math and 69 percent 
in reading), tasks were aligned to grade-level 
standards.23 In 9 out of 10 lessons, all students were 
expected to complete the same assignment. This, 
above all else, is what all “good” lessons have in 
common: Every student has the same opportunity 
to do grade-level work, and some students get more 
support to access the content.  

That additional support responds to the strengths 
and needs of each student, not just their scores.  
In the writing lesson, Eduardo needs extra peer 
support and teacher prompts to finish his essay, but 
he’s held to the same bar as Sara, who needs less. 

https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/
https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/
https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/
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The expectation is that all students can 
achieve the academic standards for their 
grade level, with appropriate support, and 
they deserve to have that chance. 

The Opportunity Myth documented the power 
of high expectations. In trajectory-changing 
schools, high expectations aren’t left to individual 
teachers; they’re embedded in the school culture. 
In South Sioux City Middle School, former 
assistant principal Lora Crowe says the focus 
starts with the district curriculum director: “She 
says over and over that ‘all students can learn.’ 
We pass this on to our staff.” This expectation is 
woven into professional learning communities, 
teacher evaluations, and goals for students. 

One of the most powerful ways that schools 
achieve these expectations is by using a shared 
curriculum for math and reading. Just using the 
same curriculum across the school improves 
consistency, because no matter what teacher 
they have, students will get a version of the same 
lesson, anchored in the same standards.  

Overall, teachers at trajectory-changing schools are 
far more likely to use the shared curriculum adopted 
by their school as their starting point for lesson 
planning. In surveys, two-thirds of teachers  
at trajectory-changing schools said they mostly 
used the adopted curriculum, rather than materials 
they found or created. By contrast, only about one-
third of elementary school teachers and one-fifth of 
middle school teachers nationwide say they mostly 
use their school’s adopted curriculum without 
making major changes.24   

High-quality instructional materials (HQIM) take 
consistency to the next level. For example, in 
Trousdale County Elementary, which uses a high-
quality curriculum in both math and reading, 80 
percent of teachers said they mostly use the 
adopted curriculum—and their lessons were rated 
“strong” at nearly twice the rate of most of the 
other studied schools. 

Consistent Collaboration:
Teachers work in structured teams  
to improve instruction 
Many schools have professional learning communities 
(PLCs), but they vary widely in use and effectiveness. 
They tend to be unstructured and are often focused 
on administration (like planning for an upcoming test 
or field trip) rather than on instruction. 

Trajectory-changing schools, on the other hand, use 
the time to improve instruction. PLC meetings are the 
primary catalyst for frequent cycles of improvement 
centered on a core practice or area of focus. Teachers 
come together to analyze student data and work 
samples, decide how to address individual student 
needs, and apply strategies in class the next day. 
Then, teachers bring new student data and work 
samples to the next PLC meeting, and the cycle 
begins again. It’s one continuous, schoolwide loop.  

Through these structured conversations, instructional 
leaders reinforce shared school expectations and 
identify variations in teacher or student performance. 
Instructional leaders may not be able to join every 
PLC meeting, but they prioritize the ones that need 
more support on data analysis or focused reflection. 
Instead of using elaborate agendas, instructional

A teacher consults with 
their instructional coach 
during a planning session.

https://tntp.org/publication/the-opportunity-myth/
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leaders ask a few simple questions, focused on 
individual student learning, to guide the PLC 
discussion and build consistent habits. 

Consistency across classrooms is an explicit goal. 
A sixth-grade teacher at South Sioux City Middle 
School who leads her PLC says, “The goal is to be 
able to have set standards, so we know what we 
are focused on, and we are consistent across the 
classrooms. Consistency is important to me.” 

At C.E. Rose PreK–8 and South Sioux City Middle 
School, instructional leaders ask their own versions of 
four questions that echo a popular PLC framework:25 
“What do we want our students to learn? How will 
we know if each student has learned it? How will we 
respond when some students do not learn it? How will 
we extend learning for students who are proficient?” 

At New Heights Academy Charter School, educators 
walk through data (“Are individual students on level, 
above, or below?”), feedback (“What am I taking 
away from this information?”), and strategy (“Here 
are the strategies I’m going to try”). Each week, 
every teacher analyzes a student assessment, shares 
a report answering these three questions in their 
department meeting, and gets focused input from 
their colleagues. 

The guiding questions vary, but they all prompt data-
driven reflection focused on individual students. As 
Chris Erickson, assistant principal at South Sioux City 
Middle School, says, “Our PLC process is not perfect—
we’ve been through all the protocols over the years—
but just having a conversation about what is and is 
not working in class is important. It helps teachers 
put a product in front of students that is coming from 
more than one person.”  

At the end of each meeting, all teachers commit 
to concrete actions for individual students, rather 
than for groups. At other schools, teachers might 
reteach a lesson to the entire class or send kids with 
the bottom 20 percent of scores to intervention. 
In trajectory-changing schools, actions are more 
targeted. Teachers may reteach just students who 
missed a particular problem or regroup students 
each day based on the previous day’s exit ticket (a 
short, informal assessment at the end of class). They 

Nikolas Weiss works with 
a seventh-grade student.

also take steps to support students holistically, like 
checking on a student’s absences or meeting with a 
student’s interventionist. 

At Trousdale County Elementary, teachers document 
the next steps for individual students each week 
in the shared data spreadsheet for collective 
accountability. “We are very intentional about making 
sure that everyone knows what to do for 
each student,” says principal Demetrice Badru. “If 
we don’t say what we’re doing, we do nothing. If we 
don’t corral the information, it can get away from 
us quickly.”

Consistent Reinforcement:
Instructional leaders maintain a simple, 
shared focus 
Trajectory-changing schools ensure that each 
classroom is meeting baseline school expectations. 
Leaders intentionally home in on a few core practices 
and monitor them consistently. 

JC Kelly Elementary shares a checklist of non-
negotiables to ensure all teachers have core practices 
in place. It includes lesson plans, classroom setup, 
student-generated class rules, bilingual resources,
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“It’s important to keep things 
simple because it’s easy to get 
distracted. Once all the grade-
level teams are using the same 
routines, teachers are watching 
everyone else do the same 
things, and more experienced 
teachers can help their peers.” 

—Victoria Barajas, principal of 
Van Buskirk Elementary

and student data charts. The school’s principal, 
Dora Proa, explains, “This year we have new 
teachers, and we needed to simplify and focus. 
We needed a model to guide everyone first 
before we could work on improvement.” 

New Heights Academy Charter School orients new 
teachers to a four-step instructional framework, 
which anchors all lesson planning, training, coaching, 
and feedback. Executive director Christina Brown 
explains, “It’s the way we do the work, and we use it 
in every classroom, every lesson, every day. It 
simplifies things for teachers. You can focus on 
using this approach, and everyone 
knows what we expect to see.” 

This focus is reinforced by consistent routines and 
accountability measures. Some leaders collect lesson 
plans at the same time each week and skim them 
for quality. Some coaches ask the same questions in 
every debrief conversation. No matter the specific 
approach, educators create habits and perform them 
consistently, week after week.  

As Van Buskirk Elementary’s principal, Victoria 
Barajas, explains, “It’s important to keep things 
simple because it’s easy to get distracted. Once all 
the grade-level teams are using the same routines, 

teachers are watching everyone else do the same 
things, and more experienced teachers can help  
their peers.”  

Schools use regular classroom walk-throughs to 
monitor implementation. As Trousdale principal 
Badru puts it, “You can’t expect what you don’t 
inspect.” With clear standards for instruction, 
leaders quickly spot where a teacher might need 
extra support and use shared reference points to 
bring practices up to baseline. Feedback is typically 
focused and relevant because everyone is having the 
same conversations. 

In Van Buskirk Elementary, Barajas reads all the PLC 
notes each week, knows what learning standard(s) 
should be addressed, and can quickly spot when 
a lesson is not rigorous enough. For example, she 
observed a third-grade class learning how to tell time 
and saw that students spent too long coloring clocks 
instead of working on the standard. The teacher 
knew how to challenge students but didn’t always 
do it consistently. “I addressed it by looking at her 
planning. I talked to her about rigor and the basics 
students need to master in third grade,” Barajas says. 

In New Heights Academy Charter School, principals 
and instructional coaches meet weekly to review 
student data, which sets up the conversations that 
will happen in the classrooms. Every teacher meets 
with a coach twice a week, once individually and once 
as a content team, and then debriefs with their peers 
in their PLC meeting. Brown says, “It’s very clear what 
teachers should be experiencing with the coach. The 
cyclical process for coaching provides transparency 
for the community.” 

A fifth-grade teacher at the school agrees and says 
that the amount of feedback she gets sets her school 
apart: “There’s always someone coming in and out 
of the room, both coaches and administrators. They 
always have to give ‘glows’ and ‘grows,’ and it builds 
my confidence that I’m doing my job well.” 

These simple expectations and foundational habits 
help minimize the variation between classrooms. 
In trajectory-changing schools, nearly every 
teacher—95 percent—agreed that “the instructional 
practices I use in my classroom are aligned to our 
shared vision of student success.” 
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Explore The Opportunity 
Makers Toolkit

Action Guide for Educators: Consistency

Building Teams That Create 
Trajectory-Changing Results 
We found that trajectory-changing schools 
tend to select and support teachers 
differently. Leaders hire staff for their mindset 
and openness to coaching, rather than for 
specific skills or experience. If teachers are 
open to learning, the school can help them 
grow. Leaders look for teachers who will adopt 
the school’s expectations and work as a team 
rather than operate alone. 

Former New Heights Middle School principal 
Rinaldo Murray explains, “We look for 
the ‘Three Cs’: culture fit, care about this 
particular community, and openness to 
coaching, no matter if you’ve been teaching 
for two years or 20. Not everyone will thrive in 
this space, and we want to pick folks who will 
be successful.”  

In the schools we studied, staff experience 
and demographics varied significantly. In 
some schools, fully a third of teachers had 
more than 10 years of experience; in others, 
only a single teacher did. In some schools, the 
staff was predominantly Latinx, just like the 
students. At another, the student body was 
predominantly Black and Latinx, and the staff 
was predominantly white.  

All the schools faced challenges hiring and 
retaining great staff, especially after the 
disruptions of COVID. School leaders in New 
York and D.C. had vastly different talent pools 
than leaders in small towns in Texas and 
Nebraska. In rural schools, most staff came 
from the local community. In other areas, 
staff came from more varied backgrounds. 
However, all schools prioritized hires with a 
strong connection to the community and to 
their students. 

Teachers collaborate 
to prepare lessons and 
maximize instructional time.

https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-consistency/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-consistency
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Van Buskirk Elementary School 
PK–5 • Tucson, AZ 

When you ask students to describe Van Buskirk 
Elementary School, they use words like “joyful” and 
“fun,” and they say time in class “just goes by so 
fast.” They talk enthusiastically about their favorite 
lessons (like dissecting owl pellets in science) and 
topics they find hard (‘Learning angles haunts me’). 
But there’s one thing they almost never talk about: 
test scores. 

Historically, Van Buskirk students entered third grade 
two years behind in math and reading, doing work 
at a first-grade level—the largest learning gap of our 
studied schools. Van Buskirk is fiercely focused on 
helping every single student catch up. Yet the school 
is not squeezing out art and science or teaching to 
the test. A focus on academic growth can coexist with 
curiosity and joy. 

To accelerate learning, Van Buskirk prioritizes 
consistent collaboration through PLCs. Victoria 
Barajas, Van Buskirk’s principal, is passionate about 
the power of teams. “You’re not off running your own 
school,” she says. “Once you build a strong team 
mentality, teachers can hold each other up.” 

Each grade-level team meets weekly. They discuss 
the previous week’s formative assessment, which is 
a short, teacher-designed quiz that’s aligned to the 
curriculum and grade-level content covered that 
week. Teachers review work samples to ensure that 
students are not only choosing the right answer but 
also using the right strategies to arrive at that answer. 
Their goal is to answer a single question: What 
learning gaps do we see in the data, and how do we 
improve instruction to close them?  

Then they analyze individual student performance, 
which Barajas describes as the “core of what we do.” 
Teachers plot students’ quiz results on a simple data 
chart in Microsoft Word, writing student names in 
one of five categories, from “highly proficient” to “far 
below.” They review progress from week to week, 
discussing individual student growth and needs.  

The conversation typically focuses on students 
who are not showing progress on grade-level 
content. Students who are below grade level are 
the first priority; those who are proficient but 
not demonstrating adequate growth are second. 
Teachers dig into what’s standing in their way, 
drawing on their shared knowledge base of individual 
students and their learning needs. 

In a typical PLC meeting, for example, teachers notice 
that for the third straight week, one student is in the 
“far below” category. His teacher notes that he has 
been repeatedly absent and missed a foundational 
lesson sequence. She plans to include him in a small- 
group reteach and to work with him one-on-one 
during independent practice time. The instructional 
coach sitting in on the PLC notes his absences. 

Teachers discuss five more students in depth and 
identify individual actions to support them. At the 
end of the meeting, all teachers commit to one 
instructional adjustment to support all students 
in their class, as well as several specific actions to 
accelerate learning for those students who need the 
most help. The coach adds those action steps to her 
calendar and will look for them during the upcoming 
week’s walk-through. She also stops by the front 
office to ask the staff to look for the frequently absent 
student during drop-off, to celebrate him and his 
caregivers when he arrives on time, and to let her 
know if he’s absent.   

Van Buskirk staff deeply understand the needs 
of individual students and ensure that each one 
is on track to meet their goals. Over time it adds 
up: Lessons improve, students get the consistent 
instruction they need, and learning accelerates. 
For a decade, Van Buskirk students have gained a 
remarkable 1.7 years of learning each year.

“When a student is struggling, we find out why,” says 
Barajas. “What it really comes down to is student 
growth. That’s what matters most.” 

Case Study
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Schools Ensure All Efforts Fit Together

Trajectory-changing schools build a 
unified instructionals program and 

set priorities that are clear to all.

Coherence

Trajectory-Changing Practices
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In a fifth-grade math class at 
Trousdale County Elementary, 
Ethan and his classmates 
are learning to graph points 
on a coordinate plane, 
part of the school’s high-
quality math curriculum. 
Today, they’re graphing the pounds of tomatoes 
produced per week. When the teacher asks 
the class if anyone has grown tomatoes 
before, Ethan volunteers that “tomatoes 
can take a very long time to grow.” 

Ethan is an amiable, chatty kid who’s excited about 
math, even though it’s not always easy for him. He is 
pulled out for intervention three days a week, where 
he practices the same rigorous content from class 
in smaller chunks, both with his tutor and using an 
aligned online math program.  

“A lot of times you see something [in intervention] 
before you learn it in class, and then it helps you 
understand the lesson,” Ethan explains. 

This tightly linked practice helps Ethan engage with 
the work in math class, even when it’s hard. In the 
tomato lesson, Ethan raises his hand to share his 
answer but gets stuck. His teacher encourages him 
to “phone a friend” for help, and the two students 
arrive at the solution together.  

“I’m not worried about asking for help,” Ethan says. 
He enthusiastically describes all the strategies he 
uses when he gets stuck: referencing anchor charts 
in the classroom, working in small groups, or asking 
his teachers or tutor for help. “Sometimes you just 
need help in a different way,” he says. 

Every part of Ethan’s experience with math—from 
his core math class to intervention to the problem-
solving approaches—is reinforcing his ability to 
engage with challenging content. Even though he 
needs extra support, Ethan considers himself “a 
math person.” 

“Our teacher doesn’t give us the answer. She makes 
us think about it,” Ethan says. “She shows us where 
we are on the right track, and pretty soon we can do 
it by ourselves. Successful means you go from being 
bad at something to working harder and then you get 
really good at it.” 

“Sometimes you just need 
help in a different way.”

–Ethan, fifth-grade student at 
Trousdale County Elementary
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Coherence
All the Pieces Connect

All parts of Ethan’s day fit together like interlocking 
puzzle pieces. Everything he learns in one class 
helps him with the next. Ethan’s experiences are 
logical, predictable, and unified. This is the student 
experience of instructional coherence: Every element 
of an instructional program works in concert to 
advance the same grade-level expectations, and 
teachers make those connections clear to students. 

Research shows that instructional coherence in 
a school helps students learn, while incoherence 
creates confusion and saps students’ confidence. 
According to Newmann et al. (2001), “Students are 
more likely to engage in the difficult work of learning 
when experiences within classes, among classes, and 
over time are connected to one another. When faced 
with incoherent activities, students are more likely 

to feel that they are targets of apparently random 
events and that they have less knowledge of what 
should be done to succeed.”26 

Incoherence isn’t intentional; it’s often the result 
of people with good intentions trying to do too 
many things. Siloed district and state teams 
launch overlapping initiatives. Budget items 
are earmarked for specific uses. School leaders 
try to prioritize within real constraints. But the 
costs of incoherence are real. At the school, staff 
time is scattered among competing initiatives, 
and students struggle to keep up with different 
content and expectations in each class.

A teacher captivates 
first grade students.
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Let’s imagine what Ethan’s experience might look like in two different scenarios:

Incoherent Coherent

In Class

Schools teach different content for 
classwork and interventions.

Ethan’s math class, intervention block, and 
online program all teach and assess fractions 
differently, creating confusion. In intervention, 
he mostly reviews remedial content that’s 
unrelated to the current lesson in class.

Students start with Tier 1 content in 
both classwork and interventions. 

Ethan learns and practices fractions in the same 
way in class, in intervention, and online, which 
helps him connect the content. In intervention, 
he reviews past concepts that prepare him 
for the current, grade-level lesson in class.

At School 

Teacher time is scattered among 
competing priorities.

Ethan’s teacher juggles data from three 
unrelated math tests. She doesn’t know 
how to identify what Ethan needs most.

Leaders clear space for teachers to focus.

With her principal, Ethan’s teacher reviews 
a single set of data that is connected to 
core instruction. They pinpoint specific 
support for Ethan and materials to use.

At Home

Caregivers don’t always know how 
their students are performing.

Ethan’s mom gets state test results every 
six months but is not sure how to read 
them or how to help with his homework.

Caregivers know where students 
stand and how to help.

Ethan’s mom gets weekly updates from his 
teacher about his progress on fractions and 
simple practice exercises to do at home.

Coherence in Class:
Students start with Tier 1 content in 
both classwork and interventions 
Many schools use intervention time to focus on 
remediation, the traditional approach of reteaching 
all the content students missed. Schools often use 
supplemental materials and assessment programs 
in targeted, small-group interventions (known as 
Tier 2) that only tangentially connect to what’s 
being taught in whole-class instruction (known as 

Tier 1). Assessments often measure different things 
in intervention and in class, making it difficult to 
connect student support. As a result, the students 
who receive the most support typically have the most 
disjointed experiences at school.  

Trajectory-changing schools give every student 
access to grade-level content in every class, 
regardless of their learning level. For students who 
need extra support, intervention is geared toward 
learning acceleration: starting with the current
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grade’s content and providing “just-in-time” support 
when necessary. At times they may reference older 
content if they need to, but it’s not the primary 
starting place.  

Trajectory-changing schools that are strongest in 
coherence use the same materials and curriculum 
for both Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction, giving students 
more repetition with challenging material. In addition, 
schools plan Tier 1 and 2 instruction together, rather 
than as independent blocks. 

Students may preview an idea in intervention before 
they see it in class, which equips them to engage 
with challenging content in a larger group setting. 
Students know exactly what to expect, and even 
the youngest students can explain how each lesson 
builds on the next. Better yet, students who have 
often experienced feeling behind in their lessons 
get a chance to feel ahead of the pack, building 
confidence and reinforcing their sense of mastery 
over challenging material.  

At New Heights Academy Charter Middle School, 
students are identified for intervention and grouped 
by ability based on data from class or their online 
math curriculum. Regardless of students’ learning 
level, intervention lessons start with the prerequisites 
for the skill that will be taught in the core class. If 
the whole class is learning fractions, students will 
practice understanding fractions in their 
intervention block. 

At Trousdale County Elementary, students who are 
behind in math attend a small-group intervention 
two to three times a week, where they work directly 
with Tier 1 materials. Instead of just reviewing past 
content, they preview math concepts coming up in 
class, work through misconceptions, and practice 
their online math curriculum aligned with 
upcoming lessons.  

Trousdale County summer school follows the same 
acceleration approach: Students who need extra 
support preview the most critical content and skills 
for the upcoming grade level. “It doesn’t feel like 
they’re behind; it feels like they’re getting the code,” 
says Trousdale superintendent Clint Satterfield. 

A fifth-grade student 
focuses deeply during 
an engaging lesson.

Leaders constantly stress the link between the 
two. “The superintendent has been in my ear 
about coherence and that what we are doing in 
intervention should align with what we are doing in 
the classroom,” says Trousdale’s principal, Demetrice 
Badru. “When I am meeting teachers, I will pull up the 
data, pinpoint a student with a gap, and ask what we 
are doing for that student in Tier 1 and 
in intervention.”  

Coherence at School:
Leaders clear space for 
teachers to focus 
Once they have a coherent instructional program 
in place, trajectory-changing schools focus on 
implementing it well. Everyone in the school 
community understands what they’re working 
toward and the role they play. In his book 
Coherence, Michael Fullan describes this as 
“focused direction to build collective purpose.”27 
Coherence comes to life in the way school leaders 
articulate and reinforce their focused direction 
and remove obstacles that get in the way. 
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Based on the requirements of Brightwood’s school 
system, all teachers must evaluate their practice 
against a shared teaching rubric and set goals for 
improvement. This could easily become a time-
consuming compliance exercise. Instead, leaders use 
goal setting to support the school’s main priorities. 
Leaders and teachers collaboratively set one or 
two narrow goals with concrete actions to take, so 
educators always know where to focus. A teacher 
might focus on using more complex questions. 
An interventionist might focus on increasing the 
frequency of family communications. Their actions 
are different, but both advance the school’s 
focused direction. 

“At a lot of schools, teachers do things to check 
boxes,” explains Brightwood’s principal, Micah 
Westerman. “We try not to ask teachers to do things 
unless there’s intention behind it. The organization 
requires self-evaluations and goals, so we’ve made it 
a worthwhile part of our time and something that’s 
important to teachers.” 

“At a lot of schools, teachers 
do things to check boxes. 
We try not to ask teachers 
to do things unless there’s 
intention behind it.”

—Micah Westerman, principal of 
Center City PCS Brightwood

For example, Center City PCS Brightwood set just two 
schoolwide goals for the 2023–24 school year: high-
quality, rigorous, and joyful learning for all students, 
with a specific focus on exceptional learners, and 
holding high expectations for adults to do what’s best 
for kids. “You can only hold so many priorities in your 
head,” says former assistant principal Anna Kaplan. 
“We really tried to stick to two.” 

Leaders also look for ways to do less. Brightwood 
leaders deprioritized individual check-ins with 
teachers to make room for things like productive data 
meetings and co-planning. “We maximize the time 
we have together to ensure that it’s purposeful and 
aligned to what is best for kids,” says Westerman. 

At Van Buskirk Elementary, the focus for the 2023–24 
school year was pandemic recovery and consistent 
grade-level lessons using a certain instructional 
approach, executed through quality lesson plans in 
PLCs. Teachers knew exactly what was expected, how 
to deliver it, and how they’d be held accountable.  
“My communication is consistent: This year, our focus 
is on the lesson plans. They should be in by 3 p.m. 
each Friday, and I follow up at 3:30,” explains the 
school’s principal, Victoria Barajas. 

On her end, Barajas put resources behind the effort 
and removed obstacles. She found ways to use 
pandemic funding and a state stipend to pay teachers 
for extra planning time during the school year and 
over the summer. She pushed back on district 
initiatives, like a new training, that would have added 
work to teachers’ plates. “I said, ‘No. We have to get 
back to normal first.’” 

It’s not always possible to pick and choose from 
district initiatives, but Barajas has a good working 
relationship with district leadership, and together 
they discuss what makes sense for the school. “I push 
what the district is going to do if it aligns with our 
goals,” she explains. “But if it adds too much, I shield 
my teachers from it.” 

In an ideal world, district and state requirements 
would help schools focus rather than piling on 
more responsibilities on. But even in an imperfect 
environment, school leaders work within their locus 
of control to keep all actions intentional. 

Coherence at Home:
Caregivers know where students stand 
and how to help 
In trajectory-changing schools, caregivers are 
an indispensable part of the school community. 
Educators, students, and caregivers make explicit 
agreements on how all parties can work together to 
support student learning. Caregivers have 
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clear expectations for their school, like keeping their 
kids safe, knowing them well, and making sure they 
are on grade level. In return, they agree to get their 
children to school on time, check backpacks and 
grades, and help with homework. 

At JC Kelly Elementary, school leaders walk the 
neighborhoods to talk with families about what they 
expect of the school. They ask caregivers to sign 
a code of conduct and tell them what the school 
expects of students and families. They are realistic 
about what busy families can do. A mother at JC 
Kelly Elementary says: “At other schools, there 
was judgment. I work and I couldn’t attend all the 
meetings, and it made me look bad. Not here. Here 
they understand that I can’t.” 

Schools make it easy for caregivers to support their 
students’ learning in the most meaningful ways. 
They share easy-to-read updates on students’ 
academic progress, including students’ performance 
relative to grade-level expectations, and offer 
learning strategies (like shared reading at home) to 
help students reach their individual growth goals. 
Caregivers have an objective, accurate 
understanding of where their students stand— 
and how they can help. 

Schools use caregiver conferences to raise concerns 
and invest caregivers in the response. Van Buskirk 
Elementary explicitly prioritizes caregiver-teacher 
conferences for students’ urgent academic, 
behavioral, or social-emotional needs. This includes 
students who are below grade level or not making 
progress (considered “urgent”) or both (“double 
urgent.”) Students receiving intensive interventions 
(Tier 3) get caregiver-teacher conferences at least 
twice a year, directing teacher time where it’s 
needed most. 

At both Center City PCS Brightwood and C.E. 
Rose PreK–8, students lead the caregiver-teacher 
conferences. At Brightwood, students in grades 5–8 
lead 30-minute conferences three times a year with 
their family and teacher. Students share recent work, 
the group reviews grades and behavior, and families 
can ask their student questions about their work and 
school experience. 

Schools are affirming but clear when students are 
behind. At Van Buskirk’s conferences, teachers and 
caregivers look at student data (like scores on weekly 
quizzes) and walk through examples of student work, 
along with samples of grade-level work for easy 
comparison. Then they set a concrete action plan 
to help the students catch up, including accessible 
activities caregivers can do with students at home. 

Caregivers appreciate knowing exactly what’s going 
on with their child and how they can help. A mother at 
Van Buskirk Elementary says, “It was brought to our 
attention at our parent-teacher conference that my 
third grader was struggling in reading. The teacher 
explained where he is now and where we need him to 
be. She made it easy for us to use the resources and 
advised us to make it a fun game.” 

A fourth-grade teacher works 
one-on-one with a student.

Explore The Opportunity 
Makers Toolkit

Action Guide for Educators: Coherence

https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-coherence/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-educators-coherence
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Case Study

Trousdale County Elementary School
PK–5 • Hartsville, Tennessee

most used three different programs. On top of that, 
we would assess with something else. It was 
too much.” 

Badru brought the superintendent “a crazy idea”: get 
rid of the stand-alone programs in intervention and 
use HQIM in all student-support tiers. “When we got 
the HQIM, we could have coherence and all use the 
same materials,” she says. 

For example, the school uses nationally created HQIM 
for the core math curriculum and aligned online 
software for intervention. In a math intervention 
group, several students practice online while their 
intervention teacher guides others through prior 
exit tickets from class. The teacher focuses on the 
highest-leverage state standards—content that is a 
building block for understanding future lessons. 

Students are crystal clear on how the intervention 
assignments prepare them for their main math 
class. “My math tutor really helps me with my 
multiplication. In [the online software], they help us 
solve equations, and it helps me know what we’re 
fixin’ to do in math in my actual homeroom,” says 
a third grader. 

With clear links between core classes and 
intervention, it’s easier for Trousdale’s teachers 
to prepare all students for grade-level content, 
regardless of their starting level of learning.

“Every child needs to have a grade-level opportunity. 
Every single child. I’m not saying you won’t have to 
meet them one-on-one and build them up, but they 
have to have that opportunity,” Badru says. “My mom 
was not allowed to come to this school because she 
was a little Black girl. Now this Black girl is advocating 
for all students. Not just Black, not just white, not just 
rich, but ALL students.”

Trousdale County Elementary is the only elementary 
school serving Hartsville, Tennessee, a rural 
community about an hour from Nashville. Both 
the school’s superintendent, Clint Satterfield, and 
principal, Demetrice Badru, grew up in Hartsville. 
Badru’s mother was one of the first Black children to 
attend the school during integration. 

In 2008, when the local high school ended up on the 
No Child Left Behind “needs improvement” list for 
its graduation rate, the district hired Satterfield to 
turn things around. His diagnosis: low expectations. 
Students were receiving A’s and advancing without 
mastering grade-level material. 

Satterfield and Badru decided to focus on standards 
and adopt a high-quality curriculum to raise the bar. 
High-quality instructional materials (HQIM) ensure 
students receive access to grade-level content, 
tasks, and assignments, allowing teachers to focus 
on the important work of supporting students rather 
than building curriculum. They invested in coaching 
teachers to use the new materials well and blocked 
school-based access to websites like Teachers Pay 
Teachers and Pinterest to encourage teachers to stick 
with the curriculum.  

“We really tried to convince our teachers that you no 
longer have to be a miner for curriculum. We have it. 
You just have to intellectually prepare to use it,” 
says Satterfield. 

At first, they faced resistance from both teachers and 
caregivers, but as student scores started to rise, so 
did buy-in. Then Badru encountered a new problem. 
The materials in core classrooms were strong, but 
those in intervention didn’t match. For a student, the 
experience was fragmented. 

Badru explains: “In reading intervention, we had one 
resource in Tier 1, and then another program in Tier 
2 and another in Tier 3. A kid who was struggling the 
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Turning Insight Into Action

Learning at or above grade level has profound 
implications for young people. As TNTP reported in 
Paths of Opportunity: What It Takes for All Young 
People to Thrive, a strong academic foundation is one 
of five factors crucial for economic and social 
mobility, particularly for students experiencing 
poverty. Among young people experiencing poverty, 
students who had strong academic outcomes were 
almost three times as likely to earn a living wage and 
report high levels of well-being by age 30 as those 
with weak academic outcomes. This is a life-changing 
difference. 

All young people deserve the chance to learn at or 
above grade level, no matter where they start. To 
make widespread improvement in PK–12 public 
education at scale, we need more than just school-
by-school efforts; we need trajectory-changing 
school systems nationwide. Achieving that will require 
an intentional, focused effort to build belonging, 
consistency, and coherence into thousands of public 
schools. Stakeholders at every level—school-based 
educators, school system leaders, policymakers, 
families, and community members—must work 
together to accelerate student learning. 

Too often, the schools we studied achieved 
outstanding results despite their district or state 
environments, rather than with their support. For 
schools beginning this work, applying these practices 
may seem daunting in the current context of U.S. 
public education. School systems are facing the very 
real pressures of funding cuts and declining 
enrollment. School leaders are often juggling 
competing initiatives from their state and district to 
reverse pandemic learning loss. Educators are 
working overtime to help young people reengage at 
school, both academically and emotionally.  

These far-reaching challenges are beyond the control 
of any one school and require meaningful, equitable 
solutions from policymakers and system leaders. Yet 
focusing on belonging, consistency, and coherence is 
not something to do once the challenges have 
subsided; it’s the only way through those challenges.  

Trajectory-changing schools are rare but replicable. 
These three focus areas—belonging, consistency, and 
coherence—and the practices that sustain them can 
be applied in any school nationwide. As we 
collectively set out to forge paths of opportunity for 
all students, the following four recommendations 
offer a critical starting point.

Recommendations

https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
https://tntp.org/publication/paths-of-opportunity/
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Recommendation 1: Create a supportive ecosystem.
A school’s context can support change—or seriously hinder it. Each school operates in a district or 
network and state with its own policies and priorities and serves a local community with its own assets 
and expectations. To improve education at a national scale, we must equip system leaders to implement 
trajectory-changing practices that meet the needs of their school communities. 

Students’ lives are shaped by more than what happens within the four walls of their schools. Creating a 
supportive ecosystem looks different at each level and builds on what each group knows best:

State level
Policymakers—including governors, state legislators, state board members, chief state school officers, 
and other leaders in state education agencies—can incentivize trajectory-changing practices at scale. 
Our Action Guide for State Policymakers helps leaders to direct policies, support, and funding toward 
high-value efforts.

School system level
Leaders of districts and charter management organizations can position groups of schools to adopt 
trajectory-changing practices. Our Action Guide for System Leaders helps leaders set focused goals and 
clear away obstacles for schools. 

School level
Educators can integrate trajectory-changing practices into schools and classrooms and engage 
caregivers as experts who can help build holistic knowledge of each student. Our Opportunity Makers 
Toolkit contains resources to help educators maximize belonging, consistency, and coherence and 
collect input from young people and their caregivers on their experiences in these areas.  
Caregivers should know exactly where their child 
stands academically and how to support their 
long-term goals for growth. Our Action Guide for 
Caregivers offers simple but powerful ways that 
families can engage with their child’s school. 

Community level
Community-based organizations are also deeply 
connected and committed to young people and 
families, but they often lack access to meaningful 
partnerships with schools or may not yet know how 
their work intersects with PK–12 education. Our 
Action Guide for Community-Based Organizations 
helps leaders of organizations understand school 
priorities, identify where they can add the most value, 
and set clear goals for collaboration.

“For us to really focus on what 
matters, we have to look at the 
big picture for our district. What 
are our district initiatives, and 
what are our initiatives as a 
school? But then we ask ourselves, 
‘OK, what is going to be the biggest 
bang for our buck?’ First and 
foremost, we must be intentional 
with our practices.” 

—Alma Carmona-Alday, principal 
of C.E. Rose PK–8

https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-state-policymakers/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-system-leaders/
https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/
https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-caregivers/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-caregivers/
https://tntp.org/tool/action-guide-for-community-based-organizations
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Recommendation 2: Reorient to the student experience.
Educators and leaders must do more than just listen to young people and their families. They must 
reorient themselves to the long-term learning journey of each individual student as a whole person who 
will be in the school system through age 18. Rather than planning for entire grade levels or groups, 
school leaders must encourage educators to find ways to guide each individual student toward grade-
level learning over time. 

To better understand the student experience, educators must prioritize knowing each young person 
as an individual and a learner. Our Opportunity Makers Toolkit offers entry points for building a holistic 
understanding of young people’s assets and needs. 

School leaders must cultivate a deep awareness of student needs by spending time in classrooms and 
observing the actual work students produce. Then they should evaluate each piece of the instructional 
program to ensure that it makes sense from the student perspective and serves those who need the 
most support.

A first-grade ELA 
student engaged in 
learning the alphabet.

“You have to get to know 
every individual student. If 
you give students the time and 
space to talk to you about their 
experiences—what’s working 
for them and what isn’t—and 
then share that with the larger 
community that’s supporting those 
students, you can make leaps and 
bounds in growth and support.” 

—Rachel Tommelleo, former principal 
of Center City PCS Brightwood

https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/
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Kimberly Bailey leads her 
algebra students in a lesson 
on exponential regression.

“When you try to do 
everything at once, it’s 
overwhelming. Really think 
about the needs of the school 
and the needs of the students, 
home in on one or two things, and 
do that extremely well.” 

—Christina Brown, executive director of 
New Heights Academy Charter School

Recommendation 3: Choose a narrow entry point.
The typical approach to school improvement has schools swinging from one initiative to the next or 
layering each new program onto the last, asking educators to do more and more. But the three focus 
areas and suggested practices we name in this report are not a checklist to be layered on top of what 
already exists. Instead, they are a way for schools to simplify.  

What sets trajectory-changing schools apart is not just what they do but how they do it. The seven 
schools we studied invested in one focus area first and improved step by step, putting in sustained 
effort year after year. A decade into this work, the profiled schools all have a solid baseline of belonging, 
consistency, and coherence, and they tend to be outstanding in at least one area. 

Our Baseline Assessment helps school and system leaders assess themselves against all trajectory-
changing practices shared in the report and identify strengths and opportunities. This brief survey will 
give leaders insight into a school’s current strengths and suggest starting points for improvement. 

Starting areas of focus will differ, depending on the local context of each school system and community. 
Conventional wisdom says to focus on the weakest area first. However, it can be powerful to build on an 
existing area of strength to generate quick wins and build buy-in.

https://tntp.org/tool/baseline-assessment/
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Figure 9 

Recommendation 4: Manage ongoing change.
It takes time to create meaningful changes that ultimately raise student achievement. Rather than 
launching one-off initiatives, school and system leaders must create an ongoing, multiyear 
improvement process that leads to sustained improvements in belonging, consistency, and coherence. 
They must support these efforts with strategic resource investments over the long term and choose 
practices and structures that they can sustain year after year. New efforts should be focused, explicitly 
prioritized, and thoughtfully sequenced to build on what’s come before.

We’ve built The Opportunity Makers Toolkit around the four-part improvement cycle we saw in 
trajectory-changing schools: (1) understand the student experience; (2) choose a focus area; (3) pick a 
catalyzing practice; and (4) measure progress and adapt. (Figure 9) 

Implementing small “catalyzing” practices can reinforce a focus area and get everyone in the school 
community moving in the same direction. For example, teachers and school leaders may review the 
same student data each week. District and state leaders may review the same consistent topics in 
check-ins with school leaders. At every level, consistent routines create habits, spark conversations, and 
build momentum for change.  

But catalyzing practices do not need to be set in stone. Leaders of trajectory-changing schools monitor 
their progress and adapt as they go. They start small, lean into practices that support their focus area, 
and drop the ones that don’t. Over time, as one focus area is woven into the fabric of the school 
community, leaders pick another and start the cycle again. Even for schools with a decade of stellar 
student learning, the improvement process is never done.

“We start every year by setting 
the same expectations as we 
set the year before. That may 
sound redundant, but if we didn’t 
do it, those small practices would 
not come to life. You want to 
reiterate these practices until 
you’re certain that they are a part of 
the fabric of the school.”  

—Christina Brown, executive director of 
New Heights Academy Charter School

https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/
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Changing Trajectories, Changing Lives

These 1,300 schools prove that it’s possible for our 
nation’s public schools to change the academic 
trajectories of the millions of young people who’ve 
fallen behind. With commitment from stakeholders 
at every level, we can create an ecosystem that 
supports trajectory-changing practices. We can 
empower school leaders and teachers to infuse 
belonging, consistency, and coherence into the DNA 
of their schools. Through these efforts, we can ensure 
that every young person has a strong academic 
foundation that is a launching pad for lives of choice 
and opportunity.  

And while our country has long cherished the promise 
that public education can be the great equalizer, our 
research has shown that strong academic outcomes 
alone are not sufficient for young people experiencing 
poverty to have meaningful economic and social 
mobility in adulthood.  

That’s why TNTP’s new Research Center of Excellence 
will continue to investigate how young people’s 
experiences can become engines of mobility. Moving 
forward, the reports in the Paths of Opportunity 
series will explore the most critical factors of mobility, 
spotlighting promising practices and innovations in 
communities across the nation.  

Given the right mix of strong academics, career-
connected learning, social capital, personal support, 
and civic engagement, millions more young people 
can step onto their own paths of opportunity. 
Together, we can transform America’s public 
education system so that every young person—every 
generation—thrives.

Resources
To access trajectory-changing resources tailored to your context, visit tntp.org/makers-connect.

Baseline Assessment: Self-assessment for school and school system leaders to analyze the strengths 
and needs of a single school and pick a starting place for improvement. 

The Opportunity Makers Toolkit: Concrete steps that school-based educators can take to start an 
ongoing improvement process, with tools adapted from the seven trajectory-changing schools. 

Action Guides: Road maps for stakeholders at every level—school system leaders, policymakers, 
caregivers, and community members—to support trajectory-changing practices.

Conclusion

https://tntp.org/toolkit/the-opportunity-makers-toolkit/


51

Appendix: Methodology

School Selection
To identify trajectory-changing schools to study, we 
used the Stanford Education Data Archive (SEDA 4.1). 
SEDA combines state testing data with the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress to compare 
scores from state tests on a common national scale.  
It provides test scores from 2008-09 through 2017-
18 in reading and math. It captures grades 3–8, so we 
focused our studies on elementary and  
middle schools. 

We defined “trajectory-changing” schools as schools 
where the average student was not yet on grade 
level in the initial tested grade and students grew at 
least 1.3 relative grade levels per year. This threshold, 
while somewhat arbitrary, is also practical. Setting 
the bar at 1.3 relative grade levels per year captures 
the top 5 percent of public elementary and middle 
schools nationally—which sets the goal for growth at 
an ambitious but attainable level. At this growth rate, 
compounded over several years, most students who 
are behind in elementary and middle school  
can reach grade-level proficiency during their time  
in school. 

To validate the set of schools to study, we cross-
checked the SEDA data with district and state 
testing data. We confirmed that student academic 
achievement was consistent across subgroups 
(including grade, ethnicity, and economic status) 
and consistent over time (students continued to 
outperform their peers after SEDA data stopped in 
2018). We screened out any schools that showed 
trajectory-changing student growth in aggregate 
when that growth was driven primarily by select 
subgroups (such as large groups of gifted students). 
We also confirmed that student demographics have 
remained largely steady over time. 

We selected seven schools serving elementary 
and middle students in varied contexts—rural and 
urban, traditional public and charter—across the 
U.S. These schools predominantly serve historically 
disadvantaged populations. In the SEDA data, 70 
percent of students were Latinx and 11 percent were 
Black; 80 percent received free and reduced-price 
lunch; 24 percent were multilingual learners; and 
13 percent received Special Education services. 
Compared to schools where the average student 
starts at or above grade level, the studied schools 
serve three times as many Black and Latinx students, 
twice as many students receiving free and reduced-
price lunch, and four times as many multilingual 
learners.28 (Figure 10)  

A TNTP researcher 
interviews students.
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Collectively, the seven schools are broadly 
representative of U.S. schools where the average 
student starts out below grade level at the initial 
tested grade. But there’s one important caveat: The 
schools serve disproportionately high numbers of 
Latinx students and low numbers of Black students. 
This is partially due to the location of the participating 
schools, as two are in Tucson, Arizona, and one is in 
Pharr, Texas.

However, it also reflects a larger demographic reality: 
Black students are significantly underrepresented in 
trajectory-changing schools overall. In SEDA schools 
where the average student starts below grade level, 
24 percent of students were Black. But in trajectory-

changing schools, where the average student catches 
up, only 14 percent of students were Black. By 
contrast, in schools where the average student falls 
further behind, 36 percent of students were Black—
more than twice the number of those in trajectory-
changing schools.29 

This underrepresentation is due to systemic issues of 
access rather than individual student effort or ability. 
The majority-Black campus in our study shows that 
trajectory-changing practices are just as powerful 
for Black students as they are for other demographic 
groups. But due to compounding historical inequities, 
Black students have far less access to trajectory-
changing schools in the first place.

Figure 10 
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Data Collection
We sought out diverse perspectives from school 
staff, teachers, students, and caregivers to identify a 
set of best practices that any school community 
could replicate. We collected both quantitative 
data (i.e., academic observations and surveys) and 
qualitative data (focus groups, interviews, and field 
notes from shadowing).  

To build a holistic picture of the school experience, 
we visited each school for a week straight at two or 
three points in the year. We conducted 491 classroom 
observations, surveyed 150 teachers, and interviewed 
13 district and school leaders. We also shadowed 40 
“focal” math and reading teachers in grades 3–8 (to 
match the SEDA data) and 144 “focal” students who 
were not yet on grade level. 

We asked for volunteers and selected four or five 
teachers as a representative sample: at least one 
in each grade, all of whom had some students 
performing below grade level. We spent a full 
school day with each focal teacher during each visit, 
observing their practices and interactions in the 
classroom and across schoolwide meetings and 
activities in real time. 

To capture instructional practice, we conducted 
academic observations (using ratings on defined 
indicators) and naturalistic ones (involving notes 
on classroom interactions in the focal teacher and 
student shadowing). To identify trends beyond 
instruction, we conducted extensive interviews 
and focus groups with school staff, caregivers, and 
students in focal classrooms. Qualitative data helped 
us identify patterns that cannot be captured by 
academic rubrics alone. 

To understand the student and caregiver experiences, 
we surveyed 327 students and 124 caregivers about 
their perceptions of school. We also sat down directly 
with 124 focal students in small groups and 37 
caregivers in one-on-one interviews. A few of these 
focal students and caregivers are profiled throughout 
the report. While their names and identifying 
characteristics have been changed, their stories help 
us understand what this data means in the lives of 
real young people and their families—and serve as 
both an inspiration and a call to action.

TNTP staff member Megan Lucas 
conducts classroom observations 
in Magnolia Almonte’s fifth-grade 
ELA class for this report.
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Research Methods
We used a convergent mixed-methods research 
design. Quantitative and qualitative data were 
collected and analyzed separately, then compared 
in the analysis phase to see if both sets of data 
confirmed (or refuted) each other.30 (Figure 11)

First, to identify trends in the qualitative data, we 
coded all notes from the interviews, focus groups, 
and naturalistic observations in the same way. Prior 
to data collection, we identified topics for study, 
including leadership, school climate, definitions 
of success, support structures for teachers and 
students, quality instruction, progress monitoring, 
and caregiver engagement. Within these topics, 
we defined a set list of 55 codes and definitions 
to ensure consistent analysis, and we pinpointed 
repeated themes by coding field notes captured 
during naturalistic observations. Codes tell us the 
themes, and the themes tell us a story. 

Then we triangulated both qualitative and 
quantitative data with correlation analyses to ensure 
that they were telling the same story. Of all the 
topics coded, several emerged consistently across 
all datasets and all schools. For example, codes 

related to belonging (including teacher-student 
relationships, social-emotional learning, 
and community) occurred frequently across 
classroom observations, interviews, and focus 
groups in all schools. 

We wanted to learn more about which school 
factors were most associated with consistently good 
teaching, so we examined the correlations between 
our quantitative observation scores and the most 
frequent qualitative codes from our naturalistic 
observations. Statistically significant correlations 
confirmed that consistently good teaching and 
schoolwide factors like expectations and student-
teacher relationships (key ingredients of belonging) 
tended to occur together. 

Qualitative data and analysis also confirmed the 
schoolwide conditions that reinforce learning. For 
example, instructional coherence and consistency 
emerged as themes in both classroom observations 
and in interviews and focus groups with teachers, 
leaders, and students across all schools.

For our complete methodology, including our full 
analysis results, please see the Technical Appendix.

Figure 11

https://tntp.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/The-Opportunity-Makers-Technical-Appendix.pdf
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