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Series Overview

Across the United States, literacy has become a national priority, and Kansas City, Missouri, is no exception. The city
faces a literacy crisis that mirrors challenges seen across the country. Seventy-seven percent of Kansas City’s third
graders are not proficient in English language arts (ELA)," and at least 290,000 adults in the Greater Kansas City
region currently struggle with basic literacy skills.? This challenge disproportionately impacts students from low-
income families and students of color, reflecting not just an achievement gap but also an underlying opportunity and
access gap that restrict students’ future success.?

What Is Literacy for All Students (LFAS)?

In response to this challenge, educators and community leaders across Kansas City engaged in deeper conversations
about the persistent challenges in early literacy achievement. These discussions highlighted the need for a more
coordinated and sustained approach across schools and organizations. To address this challenge, SchoolSmart
Kansas City (SchoolSmartKC) — a nonprofit dedicated to accelerating student growth and proficiency for Kansas City
students — took the lead in developing the LFAS initiative in 2024. Building on Mississippi's decade of statewide
literacy reforms and improved reading outcomes,* SchoolSmartKC designed LFAS as a citywide initiative that
combined the coherence of Mississippi’s model with the power of its local leadership and collaboration.

About This Series

The LFAS series documents the design, development, and initial implementation of a citywide literacy initiative led
by SchoolSmartKC. Each report focuses on a different aspect of the initiative, from its origins and design philosophy
to its collaboration structure and lessons learned during rollout — offering a thorough view of how Kansas City
stakeholders are working together to improve literacy outcomes. The series offers insights for practitioners,
funders, and policymakers seeking to understand and replicate evidence-based, locally driven approaches to
literacy improvement in their communities.

Navigating the Series

Readers can explore each report individually to examine a specific aspect of LFAS, or review the full set to
understand how design, partnerships, and implementation interconnect to form a cohesive, citywide approach to
improving literacy outcomes. Learn more by reading Bellwether’s Literacy for All Students series.

Summary Report

An overview of the LFAS initiative, A case study describing how
including its origins, theory of change, and SchoolSmartKC collaborated with educators,
first-year partnerships and implementation. funders, community organizations, and

families to co-create the LFAS model.

A case study outlining the LFAS model’s A case study examining how the LFAS

design and core components, grounded model’s design translated into practice,

in evidence-based instructional practices, highlighting key levers, early outcomes

collaboration, and adaptability to support and lessons learned.

continuous improvement and local relevance.
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Why Literacy Matters

Literacy is the gateway to all learning. Students who read on grade level by third grade are far more likely to graduate
high school, attend college, and access well-paid jobs.> Strong literacy skills benefit not just individuals but also the
community, improving economic mobility, civic engagement, and health outcomes.® Lower literacy rates correlate with
higher unemployment, lower incomes, and decreased global competitiveness.” Nationally, 54% of United States adults
read below a sixth-grade level, and about one in five adults reads below a third-grade level.® At least 290,000 adults in
the Greater Kansas City region currently struggle with basic literacy skills — enough people to fill the local Kansas City
Chiefs’ NFL stadium nearly four times.? Without improvement at the elementary school level, this number is not likely
to decrease, underscoring the need for targeted interventions at the K-3 level, where they may be most effective.'

In Kansas City, Missouri, only 23% of public school students are proficient in ELA, compared with 43% statewide
(Figure 1)." This means approximately 1,700 students'? start upper elementary school below expectations each year,
potentially contributing to lower graduation rates, lower incomes, and a smaller qualified workforce. Intervening early
is not only more effective for improving student outcomes but also a more cost-effective strategy for schools and
families to address these barriers."

SchoolSmartKC, a nonprofit dedicated to accelerating student growth and proficiency for Kansas City students,
recognized that systematically improving literacy across the region could not be treated as an isolated school-by-
school issue or solved by short-term interventions. In 2024, the organization launched LFAS, an ambitious, citywide
initiative aimed at unifying Kansas City’s fragmented education landscape under a shared, evidence-based literacy
vision. LFAS is not a new curriculum or mandate. It is a coordination framework that brings together educators,
funders, and community partners to support a shared vision that every child in Kansas City is proficient in ELA by third
grade. To achieve that vision, LFAS aims to provide literacy training and support to educators and intensive tutoring
to students across all 40 district and charter elementary schools in Kansas City. This report provides an overview of
the LFAS initiative and how the Kansas City community is working collectively to strengthen student literacy outcomes
through evidence-based strategies and aligned action.

FIGURE 1: ELA PROFICIENCY, MISSOURI ASSESSMENT PROGRAM, GRADE 3
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LFAS Is a Collaborative Effort
Anchored in Evidence-Based Practices

Each year, SchoolSmartKC hosts the Data Summit (Summit), bringing together district and charter leaders, funders,
educators, families, and community partners to analyze education data and align on shared priorities. At the 2023
Summit, participants identified literacy as one of the region’s most pressing challenges, noting persistent gaps in
reading achievement and access to high-quality instruction. Recognizing that these disparities affect both academic
outcomes and the region’s long-term economic vitality, participants called for a unified response. Given Kansas
City’s historically fragmented education landscape, which spans multiple districts, charter networks, nonprofits, and
funders, the 2023 Summit catalyzed greater coordination across these systems. This collaborative momentum led to
the creation of the LFAS initiative, a locally led, evidence-based effort to align instructional improvement, leadership
development, and community engagement under a shared citywide vision for literacy.

The LFAS initiative supports and aligns with Missouri-mandated instructional practices' rooted in the Science of
Reading. The core components of the model include:

e Full-time literacy-focused instructional coaches embedded in each school to support teachers.

* A cohort-based leadership fellowship to provide coaching and collaborative learning for school-level leaders
and literacy coaches.

e High-dosage tutoring to address the individual literacy needs of all students.

e Support for and engagement with families and community partners.

e Continuous data collection and evaluation to assess the initiative and support continuous improvement.

The LFAS theory of change outlines how coordinated investment from philanthropic partners, evidence-based
practices, and cross-sector partnerships will drive sustained literacy improvement in Kansas City (Figure 2). Anchored
by SchoolSmartKC's leadership and more than $11 million in funding, the initiative has established a shared

literacy infrastructure across schools, strengthened educator capacity, and created transparent systems for tracking
progress. In the short term, LFAS aims for measurable gains in literacy and increased proficiency rates. By 2030, the
initiative seeks to expand support to all elementary schools.
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FIGURE 2: LITERACY FOR ALL STUDENTS' THEORY OF CHANGE

INTENDED IMPACT: All Kansas City students are proficient in ELA by Grade 3.

Short-Term Outcomes Long-Term Outcomes
e 65% of Cohort 1 students on track ¢ 10 percentage-point increase in third grade proficiency per
for growth goals school in four years
OUTCOMES e Early gains of 1-2 years of literacy e All KCPES schools supported by 2029-2030
growth e Sustained literacy practices within schools
® 3% annual increase in citywide e Stronger workforce readiness and reduced educational inequity

reading profiency

Evidence-Based Practices Family and Community  Continuous Learning
e Instructional coaches: School-embedded literacy Engagement e Research and evaluation
coaches for K-3 teachers * Build partnerships led by the Urban Education
MECHANISMS ¢ High-dosage tutoring: 28 weeks for all K-3 with parents Research Center (UERC) at
OF CHANGE students in the first two years and community the University of Missouri-
¢ Leadership fellowship: Professional development providers, Kansas City (UMKC)
and coaching for principles and literacy coaches businesses, and e Quality assurance and
® Progress monitoring and data use by school nonprofits continuous improvement led
leaders, coaches, and teachers by SchoolSmartKC
Funding Research Partnerships Expert Partners Leadership
e $11.7 million e Science e Schools, e New Leaders, UMKC'’s and Oversight
INPUTS raised to date, of Reading families, funders, Institute for Urban Education e SchoolSmartKC
including $3.9 and the community and and UERC, Bellwether,
million from Mississippi business leaders Hawke Media/PRP, National
SchoolSmartKC Model Grant Strategist

Source: Visually adapted from the UMKC's UERC. SchoolSmartKC, “Literacy For All Students (LFAS) — Theory of Change.”

LFAS Builds on Research and Prior
Policy Success

The Evidence Base: Science of Reading

Across the country, state policymakers, schools, districts, education leaders, and advocates have refocused
attention on literacy instruction based on the Science of Reading, an evidence-based body of research on how
children learn to read that emphasizes systematic, explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension.' Decades of research have shown this is the most effective way to teach kids how
to read,® and at least 40 states have adopted policies to support practices aligned with the Science of Reading."”

Depending on the state, these policies include adopting evidence-based instructional practices, banning or limiting
ineffective practices, providing teacher training and retraining, coaching instructional staff, offering high-dosage
tutoring to students, and enforcing retention policies that require students to demonstrate reading proficiency
before being promoted to the next grade level.’ In 2022, Missouri passed the Reading Instruction Act, supporting
the Science of Reading' and funding educator training in Language Essentials for Teachers of Reading and Spelling
(LETRS), a program that provides pre-K through Grade 5 teachers with evidence-based literacy instruction tools.?
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Learning From Mississippi

Mississippi achieved significant gains in reading through
a statewide approach to improving instructional
practices and materials. The foundation of this
improvement was the Literacy-Based Promotion Act,
which was initially passed in 2013.2" Key components
of the act include professional development of K-3
teachers, identification and support for struggling

K-3 readers, and the retention of third-grade students
who do not pass reading assessments (with certain
exceptions).? It also requires universal screening for
reading disabilities and communication to parents
regarding student progress and the retention policy.

Within a decade, Mississippi fourth-grade students
moved from a 2013 national ranking of 49th in reading
to ninth place in 2024.% This was not a "miracle”

as often described, but the result of good policy,
coordinated funding, strong leadership, effective
implementation, and teacher effort.

LFAS Adapts Mississippi‘'s Model for Kansas City
Inspired by the success of Mississippi's statewide
literacy reforms, the LFAS model is grounded in the
Science of Reading and emphasizes evidence-based
instructional practices, sustained coaching, and

family partnership. LFAS is also catalyzed by Missouri
legislation that supports evidence-based literacy
instruction and funds LETRS training for pre-K through
Grade 5 teachers.?

Unlike Mississippi's state-driven model, the LFAS model
was co-designed with partners (including parents and
educators) to strengthen district-charter collaboration,
deepen family engagement, and blend philanthropic
investment with public resources. This design aims to
build lasting capacity across 40 district and charter
elementary schools. Specifically, SchoolSmartKC
convenes and continues to expand a coalition of

more than a dozen external and community partners,
including the Mississippi Department of Education,
local education field leaders, KCPES? teachers and
staff, national education sector thought leaders, and
local partners such as the Missouri Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education and UMKC.
School leaders provided input on coaching, scheduling,
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and tutoring components while parents joined the
Citywide Literacy Advisory Council (Advisory Council)
to guide implementation and communication efforts.
While Mississippi built coherence through a statewide
mandate, Kansas City is building coherence through
voluntary alignment among local partners supported by
state policy and funding (Appendix).

To ensure coherent implementation of LFAS,
SchoolSmartKC serves as a catalyst, convener, and
coordinator, aligning funders, partners, and schools.
LFAS leverages local relationships, deep knowledge of
community needs, and shared accountability to drive
long-term change.? Alongside its role in relationship
building, SchoolSmartKC provides quality assurance
by establishing clear expectations, supporting
implementation fidelity, and monitoring outcomes to

ensure interventions achieve the intended impact.
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LFAS Advances a Citywide Framework

for Literacy

This summary report consolidates key findings from
three complementary case studies that examine how
SchoolSmartKC co-created and implemented LFAS

in collaboration with local partners as a citywide
framework for enhancing early literacy outcomes in
Kansas City, Missouri. The synthesis focuses on three
interconnected areas that shaped LFAS’ early progress:

e Design: How SchoolSmartKC and its partners
developed an evidence-based, flexible model
responsive to local needs.

e Partnerships: How diverse groups, including
schools, funders, families, and community
organizations, worked together to create shared
ownership and alignment.

* Implementation: How schools and partners
translated the LFAS model into practice and lessons
learned from the first year of work.

For a more detailed examination of each area, see
Bellwether's Literacy for All Students case study
series that accompany this report.

Design

Designing LFAS required more than adopting a proven
model; it called for adapting evidence-based literacy
and implementation practices to reflect Kansas City’s
unique context. SchoolSmartKC prioritized co-design,
iterative development, and continuous learning

cycles to ensure that each element, from coaching

to community engagement, was grounded in both
evidence-based practices and local experience. The
design philosophy was built on three principles:
evidence-based practices, collaboration, and flexibility
and continuous learning.

Evidence-Based Practices: The LFAS instructional
approach is anchored in the Science of Reading,
emphasizing explicit and systematic instruction in
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phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary,

and comprehension. By design, LFAS will provide each
participating school with a full-time literacy coach,
high-dosage tutoring for K-3 students, and professional
learning for school leaders and literacy coaches through
LFAS cohort fellowships. Together, these elements
establish a coherent structure aimed at improving literacy
across multiple levels of participating school systems.

Collaboration: A collaborative design process

was central to the LFAS model’s development.
SchoolSmartKC leveraged its leadership and credibility
in the community to bring together funders and

key influencers, including educators, community
organizations, and family partners, to co-design the
model through structured feedback and planning
sessions (Table 1). These working spaces prioritized
asking tough questions to understand what Kansas

City schools needed to succeed, identify system
misalignments, and explore how partners could support
sustainable change across schools with different
structures and needs. Partners such as the Parent
Leadership Training Institute (PLTI), Dreams KC, and Turn
the Page KC helped define how family and community
engagement would function, while philanthropic
partners, including the Kansas City Royals Foundation,
the Sherman Family Foundation, the William T. Kemper
Foundation — Commerce Bank, Trustee, and the Sosland
Foundation, contributed or pledged financial support
and strategic guidance.

Flexibility and Continuous Learning: LFAS was
intentionally designed to provide flexibility at the school
level while maintaining core, nonnegotiable elements.
Each school has the autonomy to hire its literacy coach,
select the tutoring format (in-person, online, or hybrid)
and vendor, and shape family engagement. This flexibility
enables schools to tailor the model to their existing
strengths and needs, with some expanding services to
additional grades or modifying coaching roles to align
with their staffing structures.

Bellwether.org


https://bellwether.org/
https://bellwether.org/publications/literacy-for-all-students/

Continuous learning is also a central component of the LFAS model. Through collaboration with UMKC's UERC,
SchoolSmartKC and community partners draw from ongoing data collection and analysis to monitor progress and
guide improvement. Data review is viewed as a collaborative learning process rather than an accountability exercise,

enabling partners to identify challenges, celebrate successes, and adjust support based on evidence.

TABLE 1: LFAS’' INFLUENCERS

Name/Organization

David Hurford

Trinity Davis

Jennifer Collier

KCPS and Charter School Staff

Parent Support Organizations

Phalen Leadership Academies

Kymyona Burk (formerly of the
Mississippi Department of Education)

City University of New York (CUNY)

Literacy Partners of Kansas City

Heather Knight and Travis Plume
(Missouri Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education — College
and Career Readiness)

Karin Chang (UMKC's UERC)

Oakland REACH

Literacy Contribution

Executive Director of The Center for Reading; expert in tutoring-based
literacy curriculum and research.

Former teacher, coach, district leader and founder of Teachers Like Me,
contributing research-informed perspectives on instruction and talent
development.

District Superintendent with experience in system-level literacy
leadership.

K-3 practitioners, including educators and coaches, with 3 to 20 years
of classroom literacy experience.

Community partners offering family perspectives to inform literacy design
via parent focus groups.

Designed instructional programming for 26 charter schools serving
approximately 10,000 students.

State literacy leader and expert in literacy policy implementation,
high-dosage tutoring, and professional development.

Institution of higher education that operates the CUNY Reading Corps,
placing paid literacy tutors in public schools.

City-based adult and family literacy programming.

Missouri education office overseeing statewide literacy training initiatives,
including LETRS and Missouri Read, Lead, Exceed.

Early literacy research and evaluation expertise.

Parent-powered Literacy Liberators model supporting family literacy
leadership.

Source: List of influencers provided by SchoolSmartKC.
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Partnerships

LFAS is built on the premise that sustainable
improvement depends on shared ownership.
SchoolSmartKC knew that improving literacy on

a citywide scale would require deep, authentic
partnerships to support lasting, systemic change. It set
out to create an ecosystem where every partner could
contribute according to its strengths and resources,
from funders and schools to families and researchers.

SchoolSmartKC's approach to collaboration and
partnership was built on three strategies:

1. Build a Shared Vision and Ownership.
SchoolSmartKC aimed to create systemic alignment by
uniting district and charter school leaders, community
organizations, families, and funders around a shared
vision for literacy. SchoolSmartKC sought to transform
literacy efforts from isolated projects into a coordinated
ecosystem capable of achieving long-term impact.

2. Design Inclusive and Flexible Structures That

Will Support Sustainability. SchoolSmartKC's
partnership approach was multilayered and intentionally
differentiated, with each school, community partner,
and philanthropic organization serving a unique function
within the LFAS model. Each partner, from funders to
families, has a clearly defined role in promoting literacy
and will have the opportunity to learn and adapt along
the way. For example:

¢ Schools co-designed their LFAS implementation
plans, aligning the model with their strengths
and needs. Collaborations with New Leaders
and UMKC's Institute for Urban Education have
supported shared professional learning among
principals and literacy coaches across district and
charter contexts.

¢ Philanthropic partners committed to a four-year
adopt-a-school funding model, moving away from
short-term, project-based giving toward sustained
engagement. This approach encourages funders to
remain involved in the shared learning process and

evaluation.
\ ‘ <= e Community and family partners such as PLTI,
Dreams KC, and Turn the Page KC helped build
! authentic family participation, while the Kansas
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City Royals Foundation contributed to public
engagement through literacy events that promote
reading as a source of joy and community
connection.

3. Sustain Collaboration Through Trust and
Transparency. Rather than acting as a top-down
funder or program manager, SchoolSmartKC serves
as a neutral convener and capacity builder, bringing
together educators, funders, and community partners
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around a shared vision for student success. SchoolSmartKC President and CEO Angelique Nedved, Ed.D., and
Chief Program Officer Robin Henderson, Ph.D., support trusting and transparent relationships by creating open
communication loops, inviting feedback, and adjusting course in response to partners’ needs.

Implementation

In Year 1, the LFAS initiative translated its design framework into practice across nine schools that collectively
serve about 1,600 students. Implementation focused on literacy coaching, high-dosage tutoring, capacity-building
fellowships, family and community engagement, and continuous data collection and evaluation.

Literacy Coaching: Teachers and school leaders implemented structured literacy approaches aligned to the
Science of Reading, supported by state-funded LETRS training, and LFAS provided instructional support from
literacy coaches. Early survey data indicated strong teacher confidence in their coaches' expertise and usefulness
in bridging research-based practice with classroom instruction (Table 2).? Educators noted that the literacy coach’s
role was essential in helping them apply what they had learned and refine their practice in real time.

TABLE 2: LFAS PARTICIPATING TEACHERS’ CONFIDENCE IN PROVIDING SCIENCE OF READING-BACKED INSTRUCTION

Area of Confidence Fall 2024 ‘ Spring 2025 ‘ Change

Phonemic Awareness 82% 87% +5 percentage points
Phonics 57% 81% +24 percentage points
Fluency 68% 76% +8 percentage points
Vocabulary 79% 92% +13 percentage points
Comprehension 84% 92% +8 percentage points
Supporting Struggling Readers 60% 73% +13 percentage points
Supporting Struggling Writers 35% 53% +18 percentage points

Note: 50 teachers completed fall and spring surveys. Teacher confidence refers to survey respondents who felt confident or very
confident. Source: UERC, “2024-2025 Literacy for All Students Evaluation Report,” Internal report.

While educators praised the value of the literacy coach role, the accelerated launch made it challenging to fill
positions in Year 1, with only two of the nine schools able to staff a full-time coach the summer before launch.
SchoolSmartKC used the planned recruitment approach fully in Year 2, including sharing standardized job
descriptions, managing candidate screening, and building a diverse and highly qualified talent pool. By Year 3, all
participating schools successfully hired literacy coaches, reinforcing the importance of system-level supports for
staffing and training. School leaders emphasized that having embedded coaches will increase the sustainability of
literacy improvements beyond short-term professional development cycles.
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High-Dosage Tutoring: Schools committed to providing
K-3 students with at least 28 weeks of tutoring

annually, using in-person, hybrid, and online models.
Although approaches varied, early evidence showed
that consistent tutoring engagement correlated with
student progress and school leaders reported that the
flexibility allowed them to select models that best fit
their schools’ schedules and student needs.

Capacity-Building Fellowships: Leadership and capacity
building were incorporated from the start through the
LFAS Leadership Fellowship. This fellowship brought
principals and coaches together for shared professional
learning and coaching, marking the first time many
Kansas City district and charter leaders collaborated

on a shared goal. Cohort 1 participants credited the
fellowship with enhancing their instructional leadership,
especially in providing feedback, observing literacy
instruction, and supporting teacher growth. They also
highlighted the need for clearer communication and
scheduling, which led to improvements in the Cohort 2
experience.

Parent and Community Engagement: Parent and
community engagement grew through the creation of
the Advisory Council, which brought together families,
educators, and community partners to offer feedback
and guide implementation. Engagement levels varied,
but the structure established a mechanism for shared
voice and accountability. Parents expressed strong
support for LFAS' goals, along with a desire for clearer
communication regarding what the initiative meant for
their children’s daily experience. SchoolSmartKC and
its partners responded by developing more accessible,
culturally responsive communication materials and
strengthening partnerships with family organizations
such as PLTI and Dreams KC.

12 Literacy for All Students: A Citywide Initiative to
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Continuous Data Collection and Evaluation: Ongoing
data collection and evaluation, led by UMKC'’s

UERC, provide the evidence base for reflection

and improvement. Baseline data collection and
regular progress monitoring were integrated into
implementation, enabling partners to identify early
trends. In spring 2025, nearly 40% of students in LFAS
schools met their literacy growth targets.?® These

early data serve as a starting point for demonstrating

progress toward improvement in the years to come.
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Lessons Learned During the Launch
of LFAS

Early challenges for LFAS led to key lessons for this initiative and for those who might replicate or adapt this model
in their community or state context. The early success of LFAS stemmed from a clear vision that balanced fidelity
and flexibility, authentic leadership, and widespread ongoing support within Kansas City's education community.

Lesson Learned: Balance fidelity, flexibility, and adaptability.

Ground literacy instruction in proven practices while allowing flexibility for schools to adapt to their own
contexts. This approach builds both consistency and ownership: Maintaining consistent implementation and
ongoing quality for all LFAS components (e.g., coaching, tutoring) across diverse schools is a challenge, particularly
as the initiative scales. LFAS strives to balance fidelity to nonnegotiable, evidence-based components with flexibility
for school-level autonomy. SchoolSmartKC'’s chief program officer provides regular and consistent check-ins with
school and district leadership. To maintain a standard of quality, grant payments are spread throughout the year
and tied to deliverables (e.g., progress reports). If a participating school is not on track or meeting deliverables,
funds are not dispersed until deliverables are met or an agreed-upon amendment is reached.

Lesson Learned: Lead locally, align collectively.

Change is most durable when driven by a trusted backbone organization that brings together district,
charter, family, philanthropic, and community partners to the table to co-create a vision, share ideas, and
provide feedback. SchoolSmartKC'’s collaborative approach fostered shared learning, but coordinating multiple
funders, districts, and community organizations required significant alignment and clear communication. Creating a
foundation of trust while developing wide-ranging partnerships requires consistent communication with feedback
opportunities. During LFAS’ design, the thoughtful, trust-building approach brought alignment and buy-in for
partners and schools. During its implementation, consistent communication, including acknowledging mistakes,
built momentum and enthusiasm. Ensuring all partners used data consistently and understood both successes

and setbacks took ongoing effort and intentional convening. SchoolSmartKC is a model of how a backbone
organization can leverage its role as catalyst, convener, and coordinator to build public support.

Lesson Learned: Invest for the long term.

Multiyear funding and sustained coaching provide stability and capacity schools need to move from short-
term interventions to lasting improvement. As Mississippi's 10-year results exemplify, real change does not
happen overnight. It requires long-term commitment from funders, educators, parents, and communities. Early
indicators of success, such as increased teacher confidence, 40% of students meeting their growth targets, and

full implementation of the model in 12 schools, including three new schools in the 2025-26 school year, can help
support buy-in and momentum.?’ SchoolSmartKC is building sustainable buy-in through quarterly updates to public
dashboards and planned parent data summits, and by soliciting input through its Advisory Council.
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What Other Cities Can Replicate From the LFAS Model

Leadership from a backbone organization that acts as catalyst, convener, and coordinator to align funders,
schools, and community partners.

A unified citywide literacy vision anchored in evidence-based Science of Reading practices and lessons learned
from LFAS and other literacy initiatives.

Collaboration that fosters authentic family and community engagement and buy-in.

Investment in teacher and leader development that builds long-term capacity.

A layered, holistic model of support that includes literacy coaching, tutoring, leadership development, and
continuous improvement and evaluation.

Aligned philanthropic and public resources to close local gaps in education opportunity.

Conclusion

Since spring 2024, LFAS has established a clear framework for citywide literacy improvement anchored in evidence-
based instruction, strong partnerships, and data-driven learning. By adapting lessons from Mississippi’s success to
Kansas City's context, SchoolSmartKC is betting that coordinated, locally led action can drive measurable results at
scale. SchoolSmartKC aims to increase citywide third-grade reading proficiency from 23% in 2024 to 33% by 2028,
representing an average gain of two to three percentage points per year for each participating cohort. This growth
trajectory may be possible with sustained collaboration, embedded coaching, and targeted instruction and tutoring
grounded in the Science of Reading.

More than a siloed, short-term initiative, the LFAS model serves as a proof point that cities can align diverse
education systems, including both district and charter schools as well as diverse funders and nonprofit
organizations, around a shared student literacy agenda. If Kansas City reaches its 2028 targets, LFAS will stand as
one of the most comprehensive locally coordinated literacy improvement efforts in the nation and show that when
communities come together, all students can succeed. 4
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Appendix

LFAS’ ADAPTATION OF THE MISSISSIPPI LITERACY STRATEGY

Mississippi’s System-Level Strategy

Kansas City's LFAS Adaptation

State-Funded Literacy-Based Promotion Act
(2013) With Legislative Accountability*°

Statewide Network of Literacy Coaches

State Department of Education Leadership
and Oversight

Mandatory Statewide Training in the Science
of Reading (e.g., LETRS)

State Accountability and Retention Policies

Sustained Public Investment

Parent Notification for Students With Reading
Deficiencies, Including Individual Reading Plans

15 Literacy for All Students: A Citywide Initiative to
Build Better Readers in Kansas City, Missouri

Locally coordinated initiative anchored by SchoolSmartKC
and powered by Kansas City-based philanthropy.

Missouri has policy requiring evidence-based reading
instruction.®

Missouri offers literacy coaching for teachers through its
Regional Professional Development Center.3?
Building-based literacy coaches are funded through LFAS
for direct, job-embedded teacher support.

SchoolSmartKC serves as a neutral convener and backbone
organization to align districts, charters, funders, and
community partners and provide quality assurance.

Locally implemented professional development and
LETRS-aligned training for participating schools.

Missouri pays for pre-K through Grade 5 teachers to
attend LETRS training,* and LFAS teachers are making use
of this policy.

Locally designed continuous improvement systems focus
on growth and data transparency rather than mandated
retention.

A four-year funding model leveraging philanthropy, local
ownership, and long-term sustainability planning.

SchoolSmartKC parent notification for students with
reading deficiencies, including individual reading plans.
LFAS is designed to encourage and empower parents as
partners in support of reading.
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