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Hamilton County, Tennessee

Rigorous curriculum + strategic support propels fastest-
growing district in the state

How did a district with high levels of student need and stagnant achievement turn
things around in the midst of a national crisis? With a thoughtful, all-in partnership and
a powerful commitment to finally provide students with the opportunities they deserve.

Hamilton County Schools had just embarked on a complete
elementary literacy overhaul when the pandemic hit.
Instead of hitting pause, district leaders decided to push
ahead with the strategy they’d shaped in partnership with
EL Education, doubling down on their focus on quality
instruction and professional learning in a time of great
uncertainty and deepening inequity nationwide.

That commitment paid off. Statewide, Tennessee (like most
states) saw a steep decline in students meeting or exceeding
literacy standards during the pandemic, while Hamilton
County showed little-to-no learning loss. In third grade,

its students demonstrated significant gains on the state’s
reading assessment. That pattern of growth continued into
2022 across all elementary grades, making Hamilton County
Schools the fastest improving district in the state.

Hamilton County educators attribute these noteworthy

gain§ to their pf)werful Partner'ship with EL Educat.ion District Profile

that includes high-quality curriculum, game-changing

professional learning and strategic decision-making

grounded in improvement science. Student Population:
45,000

Hamilton County, Tennessee

A Diverse District Ready for Change

Demographic Information:

One of the largest districts in Tennessee, Hamilton County Black

was also one of its lowest performing just a few years _ 30.8%
ago. Serving 45,000 children across Chattanooga and

the surrounding rural areas, Hamilton County’s student Latinx

population is 30% Black, 14% Latinx, and 38% economically B 16.1%
disadvantaged.

. . Economically Disadvantaged
More than a third of Hamilton County 3rd graders weren’t roelly PRl 9

reading proficiently prior to the EL Education partnership, _ 33.7%
a result of uneven and inequitable instruction. With a
district-wide approach to curriculum that Director of
Elementary Teaching and Learning Dr. Yvette Stewart . 6.1%
describes as “ad hoc,” too few students had access to
rigorous grade-level texts or learning opportunities. Like
many districts, Hamilton County’s literacy pendulum had - 12.5%
swung almost entirely toward a focus on comprehension,

Multilingual Learners

Students with Disabilities



with minimal emphasis on building students’ foundational
literacy skills. “We wanted more,” says Stewart. “Something
really needed to change.”

EL Education’s All-In Learning Partnership

In 2018, Dr. Stewart and a team of Hamilton County
educators sought out a literacy curriculum that would
support excellence and equity for their diverse student
population. After reviewing the research, piloting several
options, and considering teacher feedback, they determined
that EL Education’s comprehensive Grades K-5 ELA
Curriculum was the best fit.

Hamilton County educators were especially enthusiastic
about the way that EL Education’s curriculum combines
systematic phonics instruction (an approach grounded in
the science of reading) with engaging, grade-level texts and
proven instructional strategies that build comprehension,
writing and conversation skills. “To have everything right
there, instead of piecemeal, is so valuable,” Stewart says.

The Hamilton County team went all in, adopting EL
Education’s high-quality instructional materials and
practices for every elementary school while investing

in intensive professional learning for teachers and
administrators. A team of EL Education coaches and
facilitators participated as thought partners, co-developing
a district strategy to build educator ownership and improve
students outcomes.

Teachers were understandably anxious at first. They

were being asked to make a major shift during a time of
heightened stress due to the pandemic. But EL Education
offered consistent support via remote learning sessions,
data-driven coaching, and ready-to use materials that helped
smooth the transition to virtual instruction. It didn’t take
long before they began to see the impact on students. “The
curriculum spoke for itself;” says Dr. Stewart. “It showed our
teachers that our kids can do more. Kids can do this work.”

EL Education was there at every step, working with district
leaders to develop a work plan, collect and review data, and
adjust the approach using improvement science techniques.
In 2021-22, with schools reopened, EL Education coaches
co-facilitated more than 100 classroom walkthroughs to
develop the capacity of school and district leaders to identify
and cultivate quality instructional practices across three
dimensions of student achievement.
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Steady, Equitable Gains,
Despite the Pandemic

Hamilton County’s all-in investment is already paying

off. During the height of the pandemic, when Tennessee
literacy proficiency rate dropped by 4.1% in grades 3-5,
Hamilton County lost only a small fraction of that ground
(.2%), and its grade 3 proficiency rate actually increased

by .5%. Meanwhile, in grades K-2, the large majority of
students ended the year on grade level according to district
assessments, suggesting a strong skills foundation.

Growth has continued: In 2022, Hamilton County
elementary students outpaced and outperformed the state
in tested grades, and in 2023, Hamilton County’s grades

3-5 proficiency rate crossed the 40% mark for the first time
since the state’s new ELA standards were introduced. Black
and economically disadvantaged students—two of Hamilton
County’s largest subgroups—have demonstrated a similar
pattern, losing little ground during the pandemic compared
to students in prior cohorts and demonstrating steady
growth in the two years since.

One of the most striking turnarounds has been at

Clifton Hills Elementary, which had been one of poorest
performing schools in the state until it adopted EL
Education’s full-school model in 2018-19. Clifton Hills
students have grown at two times the state average in the
years since, with especially high rates of growth for its

“EL Education has been side by side with us the whole time.
They didn’t drop the curriculum in our lap and hit the road.
It’s a relationship that we are learning together.”

Melanie Atchley
Literacy Coach, Hamilton County Schools



economically disadvantaged students. As a result, the school
has exited the state’s priority list and become a district
demonstration school of best practice. Clifton Hills is the
first district partnership school to receive an EL Education
Credential based on faithful implementation of the EL
Education curriculum coupled with full-school model and
evidence of strong student growth.

A Spike in Joy and Engagement

While the district data are impressive, equally important

is what Dr. Stewart describes as “a true spike in the joy of
learning.” Across schools, teachers and administrators note
a tangible difference in students’ engagement with learning
and the quality of their work. Students of all backgrounds
are participating in rich conversations about complex texts
and real-world themes. They are practicing giving feedback
and noticing important patterns in language as well.

“You see the learning,” says 1st grade teacher Justin Payne.
“They’re researching. They’re charting. They’re taking out
their note catcher. They’re turning it into paragraphs.”

Transformation in Action
Watch a video version of this case study

at bit.ly/Case-Study-Hamilton

Hamilton County teachers have become big fans of the
EL Education ELA Curriculum. Relieved of the pressure
of building lessons from scratch, they can now count on a
reliable set of instructional materials and strategies—that
students love—and specific data-driven feedback to guide
their next moves. “To see the shift back to best practices
behind the science of reading is exciting,” says Lookout
Valley Elementary Principal Nikki Bailey.

Implementing a common district curriculum has also
created a new sense of professional community, particularly
for solo educators in Hamilton County’s more rural schools
who can now collaborate with colleagues across the district
and through EL Education’s national online community. “It’s
not just Hamilton County,” says Principal Nikki Bailey. “It’s
opened up a community of collaboration across the country.”

» Learn more at ELeducation.org




