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Project LIFT:  

Year Four Implementation Memo 

Prepared by Research for Action • October 2016 

I. Introduction 

Research for Action (RFA) is completing its fourth year of an external evaluation of the Project Leadership 
and Investment for Transformation (LIFT) Initiative in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS).  
 
Project LIFT is a multiyear district turnaround effort created through a public-private partnership between 

CMS and local philanthropic and business communities. Originally planned for five years, LIFT 

implementation was recently extended to six years, concluding in 2017-18. An initial investment of $55 

million in private support facilitated the development of a semi-autonomous “LIFT Learning Community” 

within CMS, solely dedicated to the rapid turnaround of eight elementary and middle schools and the high 

school they feed into in the West Charlotte Corridor. While Project LIFT shares some similarities with other 

public-private partnerships in public education (e.g., the Harlem Children’s Zone), it is distinguished by its 

institutional position within CMS and its focus on developing partnerships to implement the turnaround 

initiative. Project LIFT’s long-term goals are to significantly improve student achievement by meeting the 

following targets: 1) 90% of students will achieve proficiency in math and English across the Learning 

Community; 2) 90% of students will meet annual growth goals in math and English; and, 3) 90% of West 

Charlotte High School (WCHS) students will graduate on time. 

In Year 4, RFA’s research activities included interviews with a wide range of Project LIFT stakeholders and 

review of online media coverage and Project LIFT program documents.1  

This memo is the first of three memos that will summarize findings from the 2015-16 school year, Year 

Four of Project LIFT. In this memo, RFA will highlight findings regarding the initiative’s implementation. 

The second and third memos will focus on student outcomes and the impact of LIFT Partners, respectively.  

A. Overview  

As shown in Project LIFT’s Theory of Change (see Figure 1), Year Four marked the first year in which 

Project LIFT anticipated that long term outcomes would start to take shape. This expectation was in part 

based on the belief that after three years of added supports and innovative strategies, Project LIFT could 

begin to see notable achievement gains and start identifying key levers for improving student outcomes.  

  

                                                             
1 See Appendix B for more information about data sources. 
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Figure 1. Project LIFT Theory of Change 

 

LIFT has continued to pursue and refine particular strategies over the course of the initiative. With the 

exception of new parent and community engagement strategies and a new literacy curriculum, all Year 

Four LIFT-wide strategies had been at least partially implemented in previous years. In Table 1, we 

highlight how LIFT-wide strategies have changed, continued, and matured over the course of the initiative.  

Table 1. Key LIFT Strategies over Time 

PILLAR STRATEGY 
YEAR 

STARTED 
CURRENT STATUS 

Talent Opportunity Culture 2012-13 

(Planning) 

Active—all LIFT schools in planning or 

implementing stages 

Common Principal 

Professional Development 

(e.g., UVA School Turnaround 

Program, Relay) 

2013-14 Active—all principals attended the UVA School 

Turnaround Program in 2015-16 

School Culture Training (e.g., 

No Nonsense Nurturing) 

2013-14 Active—implemented across the LIFT Learning 

Community in 2015-16 

Teacher Professional 

Development Support: New 

Leaders for New Schools 

Partnership 

2012-13 Active—teachers from all LIFT schools involved  



3 

Recruitment Marketing 

Strategies 

2013-14 Active—digital media and marketing supported 

by Kelso Communications, which also 

supported public relations starting in 2015-16 

Recruitment and Retention 

Bonuses 

2012-13 Active—bonus funding available to all LIFT 

principals 

Common K-8 Literacy 

Curriculum 

2015-16 Active—implemented in all LIFT primary and/or 

middle schools; supported by partnership with 

TNTP 

Time LIFT Academy 2012-13 Active—expanded number of seats for West 

Charlotte High School students in 2015-16 

Continuous Learning 

Calendars 

2013-14 Active—shift to in-house intersession in 2015-

16 for all four CLC schools 

Out of School Time 

programming: Partnerships 

with WINGS and Building 

Education Leaders for Life 

(BELL) 

2012-13 Active—continues to evolve each year by both 

refining practices among long-standing partners 

(e.g. BELL) and adding new partners (e.g. 

WINGS in 2014-15) 

Youth Development 

Initiatives Partnership 

2012-13 Active—role shifted in Year Four from a LIFT-

Academy support to WCHS support 

Freedom Schools 2012-13 Ended—this partner was phased out after Year 

One 

YMCA Partnership 2012-13 Ended—LIFT’s partnership with the YMCA ended 

after Year Four 

Technology XO Laptops 2012-132 Phased out—with the introduction of the CMS 

1:1 initiative in 2014-15, most schools stopped 

using the XO laptops 

School-Based Technology 

Facilitators 

2012-13 Phased out—after the XO Laptops initiative 

ended, LIFT also discontinued the school-based 

technology facilitator role 

Ten 80 Student Racing 

Challenge: NASCAR STEM 

Initiative 

2012-13 Phased out—partnership ended after Year Two 

Expanding Home Technology 

Access: Microsoft Digital 

Inclusion Program 

2012-13 Phased out—partnership ended after Year Two 

                                                             
2 Some LIFT students received XO laptops in spring 2013, but full implementation and laptop integration began in the 2014-15 school year. 
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Student-Focused Technology 

Training: Charlotte’s Web 

Partnership 

2012-13 Reduced—funded partnership ended after Year 

Three, but still supporting youth at West 

Charlotte High School 

LIFT-Level Technology 

Facilitators 

2014-15 Active—focus on integrating technology into 

math and science curricula 

Digital Transformation 

Leaders 

2014-153 Active—expanded to eight LIFT schools during 

the 2015-16 school year 

Parent & 

Community 

Engagement 

  

Social Media Campaign 2012-13 Active—highly active at the beginning of the 

initiative; continued use of Facebook, phone 

directory, and texting platforms; utilizing Kelso 

Communications to build positive relationships 

with media outlets in 2015-16 

Community Celebration 

Events: West Fest 

2013-14 Reconfigured—West Fest took place during 

Years Two and Three.  Reformatted as multiple 

smaller community celebrations for Year Five. 

Parent Programming: Getting 

Ahead Program 

2013-14 Reinstating—the Getting Ahead program started 

during the 2013-14 school year but was not 

active in 2015-16. Staff planned to bring this 

programming back for the 2016-17 school 

year. 

Health Clinics: Dental clinic 

and Novant Health Cruiser 

2012-13 Active—open to all LIFT students 

Parent Huddles 2015-16 Active—introduced in spring 2016, engaged 

60+ families from across the LIFT Learning 

Community 

Support for Individual LIFT 

Families (including classes 

with Crisis Assistance 

Ministry) 

2015-16 Active—introduced in spring 2016, enrolled four 

families from the LIFT Learning Community in 

Crisis Assistance Ministry’s finance program 

DNA (Demographics, 

Network, and Affiliates) 

Partner Planning 

2015-16 Active—introduced in spring 2016, developed 

for all LIFT schools 

 

The memo is organized into the following sections, which provide in-depth findings on Year Four 

implementation: 

 Section II: Project Lift Contextual Factors includes discussion of leadership, capacity and 

communication, cross-cutting conditions that drive implementation. 

 Section III: Alignment Between LIFT and CMS Goals focuses on how CMS and LIFT staff perceived 
LIFT goals. 

                                                             
3 The Digital Transformation Leaders initiative had an initial, small rollout in late spring 2015, but was fully implemented in 2015-16. 
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 Section IV: LIFT Content Areas focuses on perceptions of strategies and outcomes related to school 
culture and literacy instruction. 

 Section V: LIFT Pillars focuses on perceptions of strategies and outcomes related to LIFT’s four 
pillars (Talent, Time, Technology and Parent and Community Engagement). 

 Section VI: Sustainability includes discussion of goals for Years Five and Six, sustainability 
challenges, current planning for sustainability and how LIFT has spread beyond its learning 

community. 

 Section VI: Recommendations and Looking Ahead provides recommendations based on Year Four 
evaluation findings and a brief look at future evaluation activities. 

II. Project LIFT in Context 

LIFT’s positioning as a semi-autonomous learning community within CMS creates unique opportunities for 

initiative operation and implementation. However, like other learning communities, implementation can be 

affected by changes at the district and state level. The Year Three report noted state contextual factors 

which affected LIFT, including the fact that North Carolina teacher salaries remain among the lowest in the 

United States.4 No new major state policies affecting Project LIFT were implemented in the 2015-16 school 

year, but relatively low teacher pay and high turnover continued to impact LIFT’s ability to hire and retain 

qualified staff. Factors at the district level and within LIFT also affected Year Four programming. This 

section summarizes key issues that influenced LIFT.  

A. District Contextual Factors 

CMS began discussions on a student reassignment plan. Set to go into effect during the 2017-18 school 

year, the student reassignment plan is part of a comprehensive student assignment review that the CMS 

Board of Education conducts every six years. Should the plan be approved and implemented, it would 

potentially disrupt Project LIFT’s feeder pattern during its sixth year.  

Superintendent Clark agreed to stay for an additional school year, through 2016-17. Superintendent 

Clark was appointed to the position in late 2014 following the mid-school-year departure of the previous 

superintendent. While initially agreeing to stay through the end of the 2015-16 school year, she extended 

her tenure through 2016-17 while CMS planned to conduct a new search. Prior to taking the 

superintendent position, Clark held various positions within CMS and helped shape plans for Project LIFT. 

Superintendent Clark is the third district leader since LIFT’s inception.  

B. LIFT Contextual Factors 

As in previous years of the external evaluation, LIFT contextual factors are grouped under several cross-

cutting conditions that drive implementation: Leadership, Capacity, and Communication. Below, we discuss 

the status of these conditions across the LIFT Learning Community.  

                                                             
4 https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2831158-2016-NEA-Rankings-and-Estimates.html 
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Factor 1. Leadership and Capacity 

This condition refers to leadership and capacity at the learning community level. Similar to previous years, 

LIFT staff continued to work closely with LIFT principals and school staff. LIFT staff, did however, make 

some slight modifications to their roles and staffing structure: 

 LIFT Role Updates 
o LIFT Shepherds—LIFT staff member responsible for conducting walkthroughs with the 

principal and serving as a primary point of contact. In Year Four, each school received one 

shepherd—either the Learning Community Superintendent or the Executive Director of 

Teaching and Learning. Previously, the Learning Community Superintendent was 

responsible for all the LIFT schools. 

 LIFT Staffing Additions and Changes 
o Director of School Leadership—LIFT staff member responsible for coaching school 

administrators including assistant principals, deans, and Multi-Classroom Leaders. This 

position was created in Year Four. 

o Literacy Specialist—Staff member responsible for coordinating literacy efforts and 

supporting the Teaching and Learning Team. In Year Four, this position was shifted from 

the LIFT office into a CMS office. The Literacy Specialist remained involved with LIFT 

schools but also took on non-LIFT responsibilities. 

o Human Capital Strategies Specialist—Staff member responsible for recruiting and hiring 

school teachers. In Year Four, this staff member left CMS and started his own company. He 

continued to serve the same role for LIFT as a consultant during Year Four. 

o Community Engagement Specialists—Two staff members responsible for creating and 

supporting the Parent and Community Engagement pillar. Both staff members filling these 

positions in Year Three left. New Community Engagement Specialists started mid-way 

through Year Four.  

Below, we describe how principals and staff perceived LIFT’s leadership and capacity practices. 

Unlike previous years, when principals described inconsistent “pockets” of support, none of the 

LIFT principals mentioned needing additional support from the LIFT staff. Most LIFT principals 

described feeling adequately supported by staff in the LIFT office, particularly with the added position of a 

Director of School Leadership and the revised coaching and shepherding structure. Said one LIFT principal,  

I have nothing but glowing things to say [about LIFT staff]. I feel like I have been thoroughly supported 

as a new principal and [my shepherd] has been invaluable to me in that. [My shepherd] is consistently 

here—I would say every other week—walking with me, talking with me, pushing me and I’m thankful 

for that.  

Similar sentiments extended toward the rest of the LIFT staff. Another principal, for example, stated,  

I think the [LIFT leadership] structures are effective. We receive lots of support from [the Teaching and 

Learning Team]. [… The shepherds also] coach specific principals, so basically everybody has a coach 

and they check in with us and with data points. They adjust when necessary, and they give us a push 

and celebrate with us when we have success.  

Multiple principals also noted that the new Director of School Leadership was a positive addition to the 

LIFT staff because the staff member was able to help build capacity at the school level and provide an 

additional level of support to school leaders, particularly assistant principals. Said one principal, 
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[The Director of School Leadership] has been really instrumental in helping get my assistant principal 

on-boarded and supporting her with coaching this year. What that allowed me to do is focus on my 

Multi-Classroom Leaders, so between us, we were able to create the synergy of a really tight 

[Instructional Leadership Team]. So, [the Director of School Leadership] was able to take that on for 

me because I didn’t have the capacity to do that and all of the other things. So that has been key. My 

assistant principal is really effective and I think a big part of that is because of the work [The Director 

of School Leadership] has done with her. 

LIFT staff reported that additional staff increased capacity from previous years, but some staff 

indicated that they still felt “stretched thin.” Compared to LIFT principals, LIFT staff reported more 

mixed views of LIFT staff’s abilities to meet schools’ needs. One LIFT staff member noted that the added 

capacity within the LIFT office reduced the workloads of other staff members. This staff member added, 

“This is the first year that I feel like our needs are truly met. Every year it’s felt like ‘Oh, if I had just had 

this.’ You’re trying to do all these things and you’re like, ‘Well, if I could just hand this off to somebody so 

they could focus on that, I could do a better job with this.’” However, two other staff members reported 

challenges juggling the needs of all the schools they served. Said one of these staff members, 

Right now I would say just ensuring I’m able to address the needs of all nine LIFT schools [is a 

challenge]. […] What happens is because I am drawn to those 3-4 schools that are constantly calling 

me out to them, there are occasions where I may not get into another LIFT school for 2 or 3 weeks. So 

the challenge is ensuring I’m accessible to everyone and that I’m making all leadership aware of what 

type of support I’m able to give them so I’m able to equally support all the schools.  

While these concerns were similar to those of LIFT staff in previous years, concerns about staff being 

overworked or unable to meet the needs of all the schools were less frequent in Year Four than in Year 

Three. 

A majority of LIFT staff hoped to further strengthen school-level capacity around STEM instruction, 

coaching and leadership, and parent and community engagement. As one LIFT staff member stated, 

“Capacity at the LIFT level is adequate, but capacity at the school level—that’s something to be improved.” 

Suggestions for increasing capacity within the LIFT schools included recruiting candidates who were highly 

qualified in desired areas (e.g., math), reconfiguring school staff’s job descriptions (e.g., parent advocates), 

and providing ongoing professional development and/or support. Two LIFT principals also emphasized the 

need to build staff capacity, though one principal added that building staff capacity was part of the 

principal’s role:  

I don’t look at LIFT as needing to develop capacity for me. I look at me needing to develop capacity for 

my staff. So, while I recognize that I can be helped by LIFT, I think LIFT has given me training and a 

skillset where I should be able to come up with capacity on my own and so, I don’t think it’s about 
more people.  

Factor 2. Communication 

LIFT staff are responsible for communicating with the larger district, with LIFT schools, and within their 

own office. LIFT principals were responsible for communicating and implementing LIFT strategies within 

their schools. This section summarizes LIFT staff and principals’ perceptions of communication across and 

within these different stakeholder groups.  
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LIFT-CMS COMMUNICATION 

Similar to Year Three, the LIFT principals reported overall satisfaction with the LIFT office’s role in 

filtering communication between CMS and LIFT schools. Specifically, multiple LIFT principals valued 

the weekly newsletters that highlighted “what’s going on, what’s coming up this week, where we need you, 

and any important news.” Said one principal, “[The Learning Community Superintendent] tries to shield us 

from […]the things that don’t really apply to us. That’s been great.” Two LIFT staff members echoed this 

sentiment saying that the LIFT staff was intentionally working on a “system to communicate” to ensure that 

“LIFT protects our principals.” 

Compared to Year Three, four LIFT staff described improved communication between CMS and the 

LIFT office. In previous years, staff noted that communication with CMS could be challenging given the 

differences between LIFT and CMS practices (e.g., CLC school logistics and Opportunity Culture budget 

decisions). In Year Four, staff pointed to multiple reasons for the positive advances. Two staff members 

suggested that it was about developing and leveraging strong working relationships with CMS staff. 

Another staff member cited “having constant and clear communications.” A third explanation was related 

to the maturity of the initiative and CMS staff’s familiarity with what was needed by LIFT staff; said one 

LIFT staff member, “All I’ve got to do is say what I need. It’s not perfect—it’s not like Burger King, and I 

don’t get my way every time, but there’s also not this funkiness […] about having to communicate 

something.”  

WITHIN LIFT COMMUNICATION 

Compared to Year Three, multiple LIFT staff reported improved within-office communication. Some 

staff cited increased staff collaboration as a facilitator for regular communication. For example, one staff 

member stated, “This year we’ve done a better job of being more intentional about us having opportunities 

to talk and collaborate with each other to make sure we are strategic as an entire team in what we do 

instead of working in silos.” Similarly, other LIFT staff noted that, compared to previous years, there were 

more opportunities for all LIFT staff to meet across teams (e.g., community engagement team, behavior and 

culture team, teaching and learning team, etc.). Indeed, in previous years, multiple staff members had 

described themselves as working in silos. This year, only one LIFT staff member identified intra-office 

communication as an ongoing area for growth. 

LIFT-SCHOOL COMMUNICATION 

Similar to Year Three, most LIFT principals described effective LIFT office-school communication 

strategies. In particular, LIFT principals cited numerous ways in which communication from the LIFT 

office was both proactive (e.g. sending weekly newsletters and creating structured meetings) and reactive 

(e.g., responding to texts and phone calls and stopping by schools) to schools’ needs. Said one principal,  

I think they communicate accordingly. I like the way [the Learning Community Superintendent] 

communicates weekly. I think that’s great. Communication is fine for me and when I have a question, I 

just ask. […] I’ve never experienced LIFT as being people who don’t understand road blocks and don’t 

understand what needs to happen and when it needs to happen. So, if there’s an oversight or whatever, 

it is quickly fixed.  

One principal and a LIFT staff member also noted that having clear points of contact for principals within 

the LIFT office played a role in effective communication. As the principal described it, 
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At one point I felt [the outside coaching] was becoming too much. What made it more effective was 

that [my shepherd] was able to hear the concern of how things could be overwhelming with so many 

people and so many partners coming at us at one time that they were able to pull back and streamline 

that conversation and that message.  

WITHIN- AND CROSS-SCHOOL COMMUNICATION 

Compared to the previous year, LIFT principals indicated that communication improved across and 

within their schools. Two thirds of the LIFT principals suggested that common LIFT strategies and 

professional development contributed to the improved communication. According to these principals, 

shared strategies and professional development helped build stronger relationships and promoted 

common language and expectations, all of which supported stronger communication. One principal 

described how focusing on building staff culture led to better within-school communication: 

Just being intentional about the staff culture thing is definitely showing up in how we communicate 

and support each other. I think the flip side of that is it sets the stage for us to be able to push each 

other out of love and intentionality as well as accountability. Often times, folks have difficult 

conversations when they don’t know people, but when you already have this foundation where we can 

celebrate each other and already have this foundation of being intentional and knowing each other, 

difficult conversations don’t become easy, but it removes the unnecessary ‘I don’t know you and I need 

to have this critical conversation.’  

Similarly, another principal reported that focusing on school culture and revisiting the school’s mission 

meant that “individual grades are not doing their own things.” The principal went on to add that having a 

common and aligned systems in place has created “a new normal” with structures for communication.  

Six principals noted that shared professional development and common curricula and strategies also led to 

more collaboration among principals than in previous years. The principal retreat at the University of 

Virginia was cited by three principals as being particularly transformative. Said one principal, “I think 

[collaboration] is happening more. It’s better than it was last year. […] I think really the biggest turning 

point for that was probably we went to UVA and Center for Intentional Leadership5 came and we went 

through their process […] and we just grew closer.” Another added, 

I think that our retreat at UVA this year and the work we did with intentional leadership was really 

powerful for bringing us all together even more. […] In some ways it’s nice because I don’t know that a 

year ago I could have gone down the list of all the principals and said this is the relationship I have 

with this person, this person, and this person. 

At the same time, however, principals also noted that the collaboration was sometimes limited by 
differences in contexts and challenges. For example, one principal said, “We collaborate a lot, [but…] we 

don’t have the same needs and issues. […] There’s a lot of subgroups going on within our group.” Another 

said, “I’m not going to say we don’t collaborate—we all talk and we’re all at the meetings together, but it’s 

hard to relate to [some] challenges. I have totally different challenges.” 

                                                             
5 Center for Intentional Leadership is a consulting group that advises organizations on how to improve their leadership and team building structures. 
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III. Alignment between LIFT and CMS Goals 

LIFT’s position as a semi-autonomous learning community implies both coordination with and 

independence within CMS. Year Four research indicates that CMS staff and LIFT staff and principals saw 

CMS and LIFT goals as mutually supportive and also were satisfied with LIFT’s degree of discretion to 

implement those goals. 

LIFT and CMS stakeholders voiced general agreement about the broad LIFT goal of increasing 

student achievement, but tended to approach and articulate the goal in ways shaped by their 

specific positioning within CMS and/or LIFT. LIFT staff and principals focused on the full range of LIFT 

goals across the four pillars and also on key Year Four initiatives - literacy and culture. LIFT staff with 

pillar-specific responsibilities spoke in detail about goals within their pillar for Year Four, such as moving 

“the needle from parent involvement to engagement” and having schools fully staffed by July. Principals 

had multiple school-specific aims and operationalized goals to fit the context and needs of their particular 

schools, as articulated by two principals below: 

 

My main goals for this school year existed in the bucket of instructional expectations and classroom 

culture….One goal was 100% of classrooms being rated on task or above [on a student engagement 

rubric], 25% of those classrooms being rated as transformative engagement. Goal number two was all 

grade levels increasing by 10% on their proficiency between each of the assessments. The third one 

was 100% of our signed consequences align to a consequence on our discipline matrix. The last one 

being that 100% of our instructional leadership team [ILT] members view themselves as valued [team] 

members, which then translates into retaining at least 85% of our instructional staff and at least 90% 

of our tier one staff.  

 
We had an academic goal to increase our literacy and mathematics achievement by 10%, their 
proficiency by 10% and every student achieves at least more than one year of growth. Our culture 
goals were to reduce out-of-school suspensions by 50% and…to ensure that 94% of our scholars are 
attending school regularly every day and that they are being taught by their assigned teachers, so 
making sure they teachers also come to school every day too. The last goal was to increase family 
engagement in the area of academic support  

 

All CMS staff interviewed reported that LIFT goals aligned well with CMS goals, using phrases like 

well-aligned or “complete alignment.” One CMS interviewee said, “They are very tightly aligned to [CMS’] 

strategic plan 2018, where we have some more metrics around graduation and student achievement.”  

 

LIFT leaders facilitated both successful alignment of CMS and LIFT goals and flexible, differentiated 

strategies to reach those goals. Both LIFT and CMS staff reported instances of LIFT working closely with 

CMS to identify and communicate areas of alignment and also to create room for LIFT to differentiate 

strategies to attain goals at the zone or school level. Two examples of this practice included literacy and 

distributed leadership. Below, a LIFT staff person, a district leader and a principal explain how this process 

of differentiated alignment worked from their perspective: 

 

I think this year we’ve done well with our communication. […]We are the only schools bringing [this 
literacy curriculum] on in K-8 schools. At the same time, the district started a literacy scope and 
sequence and literacy-focused PD through the ILT, so [we] have had to spend a great deal of time 
communicating with the district. “OK, this is our vision. This is what we’re doing. This is where we’re 
aligned with the district. This is where we’re different and why.” And really gaining support from the 
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district. The district has been really supportive of that and that’s been critical and we haven’t really hit 
any roadblocks because of the work we put in up front. (LIFT staff) 
 

Multiple things [LIFT has] implemented have become best practices in other schools, so I’m okay with 
them saying ‘I want to opt out of this,’ because …they always have a strategy for the replacement of 
[CMS professional development or strategy] . A good example is … as a district we are working on an 
ILT approach, a distributed leadership model to help bring teachers and facilitators to the table in the 
learning with their principals…Project LIFT adopted that model in a different way…centered around 
[their] curriculum and some of the strategies they wanted to dig deep in. Now, the learning for the 
most part and the strategies are very similar. The way they are implementing it…is a bit different. It’s 
working well for them and the [district’s] model is working very well for the district. (CMS staff) 

A principal indicated that the same balancing of shared goals and facilitating differentiated strategies took 

place between LIFT and schools:  

That’s also what I appreciate about the leadership style of [the LIFT leadership] team – they allow me 
to be able to figure out what’s important and what’s not….I checked in and said [the math program 
LIFT wanted to roll out was] not aligned to what we do in our building; it was using a different 
assessment platform and it was just a completely different direction in terms of systems and having to 
train teachers on that… I’m not going to train teachers on a new system [in March].I think that’s a big 
piece of why we are who we are and why we are so successful. LIFT can identify the bigger picture 
priorities and then empower each principal to identify what does that mean for your building and 
what stage are you on for each of these priorities to then determine what your work actually looks 
like. (Principal) 

IV. LIFT Content Areas 

Similar to Year Three, Project LIFT focused on improving school culture and strengthening literacy 

instruction. These content areas, while distinct from LIFT’s four pillars (Talent, Time, Technology, and 

Parent and Community Engagement), supported pillar strategies, particularly Talent. For example, school 

culture practices were aligned to other professional development, and teachers implementing the literacy 

curriculum received significant coaching—a major Talent strategy.  

A. School Culture 

In Year Four, promoting positive school culture continued as a major emphasis within the LIFT Learning 

Community. The Center for Transformative Teacher Training (CT3) provided ongoing coaching and 

support to help teachers and administrators implement No Nonsense Nurturing (NNN), a program which 

provides teachers and administrators with tools and techniques to establish safe, orderly and positive 

classroom and school environments. In addition, LIFT staff provided multi-faceted supports for this effort, 

including coaching for multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS), support for parents whose children had 

behavioral challenges, and the presence of two new parent and community engagement coordinators 

working more closely with selected high-need students and their parents. District Behavior Modification 

Technicians also support schools. In addition to CT3, other LIFT partners also provided interventions in 

this area, including Communities in Schools (CIS), whose case-based approach focused on building 
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relationships with students and supporting students with academic and/or socio-emotional needs, and 

WINGS, whose after-school program utilized a socio-emotional development curriculum.6 

In this section, we use respondents’ definitions of school culture, which included descriptions of both staff 

and student culture. Interviewees used multiple indicators to operationalize staff culture including teacher 

and staff attendance, level of staff collaboration, and perceived strength of relationships among adults and 

between adults and students. Interviewees discussed student culture in terms of student attendance, 

suspensions and behavioral incidents, and processes for providing support to students struggling with 

social or behavioral issues.  

Many stakeholders reported improvements in school culture in Year Four, which they attributed to 

LIFT’s focus on culture. All principals, six LIFT staff, two CMS staff, and two partners cited school culture 

as a major ongoing LIFT emphasis and indicated that after several years of hard work, particularly the 

implementation of No Nonsense Nurturing, they were seeing a payoff in terms of culture changes. Changes 

were not uniform across schools but included:  

 Improved staff and student attendance,  

 Increasingly positive relationships among adults and between adults and students,  

 Fewer suspensions and behavioral incidents, and  

 Improved and more defined processes for addressing student social and behavioral issues.  

 

LIFT staff, who visit multiple schools, cited visible cultural changes, including more orderly transitions. One 

LIFT staff member said, “We’re finally at a point where No Nonsense Nurturing and our culture strategy is 

pervasive across all campuses and it’s just a common expectation that certain processes, procedures and 

languages are in place across all campuses.” Several people cited the consistent expectations across schools 

as helpful for LIFT’s transient student population.  

Principals were especially likely to describe changes in staff culture, evidenced by improved teacher 

attendance, commitment and collaboration, as well as survey data.7 Below, two principals describe changes 

at their schools: 

Staff culture has improved tremendously… We really have a group of people that are all in with the 

work, and we do not have staff attendance problems. 

Being intentional about staff culture is definitely showing up in how we communicate and support 

each other. 

A CMS leader described a notable impact on staff culture and retention in the LIFT Learning Community: 

Typically our high-poverty schools are difficult to staff. Through Project LIFT’s efforts, we have a lot more 
longevity in those schools than we had before or than we have in others. They’ve had the incentives to 
remain—monetary incentives, hiring incentives, a lot of recognition. Emphasis is placed on the culture. I 
think having that stability added into a low-performing school really has made a significant difference. 

Principals and other interviewees also described improved student culture, including fewer student 

incidents and out-of-school suspensions and improved teacher-student relationships. At one school, a 

principal noted a seeming paradox; because they instituted clearer processes for discipline and more 

                                                             
6 See Appendix A for a full list of partners. Additional information on partner supports will be reported in the third Project LIFT Year Four External 

Evaluation memo. 
7 In collaboration with one of its partners, LIFT administers the Insight Survey twice each academic year.  
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consistent consequences, “we’re seeing an increase in suspensions right now.” Several interviewees 

predicted that, now that there is an improved culture foundation at schools, academic gains will follow.  

Principals reported a smoother implementation of No Nonsense Nurturing in Year Four. In contrast 

to Year Three, when principals gave NNN mixed reviews, Year Four principals reported more positively 

about implementation. In Year Four, for example, principals were more likely to describe NNN as an 

accepted part of their toolbox for creating a strong school culture. Below, a principal describes how one 

school used NNN: 

We really focused on [No Nonsense Nurturing]. That was something that we were trying to get out of 

the hallway and into the classroom as well as making sure that was the direction we were giving to 

our kids and was explicit and that they follow the No Nonsense Nurturing format and really get 

teachers to start narrating classroom behaviors, so that’s a big thing we did. 

Unlike in Year Three, there were no complaints about No Nonsense Nurturing. One principal did note that 

the framework they were using was “not necessarily the culture framework that we would have chosen to 

follow,” but said that the framework still worked for them since the framework outcomes were the same 

ones that the school wanted. As the principal described it, “The vehicle to get us where we want to go is a 

little different, but we’re still arriving at pretty much the same ideas and expectations.”  

Interviewees also reported ongoing challenges related to culture, including: 

 How to help the most struggling students. Three principals described the challenge of how to 
support students when existing interventions don’t seem to meet the need. One principal said, 
“There continue to be some students who exhibit really extreme difficulties in sort of functioning 
within our core program in terms of engagement and discipline. I think we’re still working to figure 
out how to support them better.”  

 Teachers’ role in addressing the mental health needs of students and families. A LIFT staffer 
and a principal mentioned the need for increased teacher capacity in this area; both suggested 

related professional development for teachers. 

 More supports for staff. A different LIFT staffer and principal mentioned the need for additional 

supports, including mental health supports, for staff. A principal described one school’s situation: 

 
Hurt people hurt people, so if we’re not taking care of the teachers and they’re hurting, they’re in need. 
We have [Teaching Assistants] that need food and some teachers that are going through some stuff 
and they need support, so we have to really reach out and take care of our staff. 

LIFT staff and principals also described additional initiatives they had planned to strengthen school 

culture in Year Five. At the LIFT level, restorative practices were in an “infant phase” in Year Four, but 

should get stronger in Year Five. A LIFT staff person reported that the practices provided schools with an 

additional way to respond to off-task behavior and also helped to build community relations. At the school 

level, one school planned to add WINGS, a culture-focused partner, to provide a targeted after-school 

program to help students with social issues. Another school changed its 3rd and 4th grade structure from 

departmentalization to self-contained classes to allow for more seamless culture and instructional coaching 

K-4. Two schools were devoting additional human resources to staffing by adding a position focused on 

culture. According to one principal,  

It’s an interventionist position. Basically they work on the front line to align the needs of students, 
because in the classroom there may be ten kids that need to be referred. That’s a lot, so the idea is that 
there is someone to support teachers getting through that task as well as making sure that it gets done 
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so it doesn’t fall off the table. [That role addresses] all the compliance stuff that keeps us from really, 
really supporting the kids. 

B. Literacy 

With the support of one LIFT partner,8 LIFT adopted two new learning community-wide literacy curricula 

for grades K-8 in Year Four.9 The goal for these new curricula was to improve student achievement in 

literacy and other subjects, which, as one LIFT staff person said, was based on “the theory that literacy 

drives success in other areas.” The LIFT partner also noted a goal of setting a clear vision and expectation 

around LIFT literacy instruction, since LIFT schools had previously implemented their own literacy 

curricula. LIFT staff added that common curricula would enable increased consistency in literacy 

instruction across the learning community with common strategies for bringing students up to grade level 

in reading and improving overall student performance. The partner described the curricula by saying,  

In K-2, […] students are spending a lot of time and getting a lot of practice with those phonics and 

phonological awareness skills they need to be successful. In 3-8, it means students on a daily basis have 

grade level-appropriate text in [front of] them. They’re being posed questions to get them to cite 

textual evidence and promote thinking. There is opportunity for them to engage with their peers, and 

[it’s] more student-led than teacher-led.  

Implementation 

All LIFT principals using the new literacy curricula were satisfied with the implementation; a 

majority called it one of the biggest successes of the year. LIFT staff were in agreement. In particular, 

one staff member noted that the training before the school year began was key for teachers and called the 

roll-out “tight and consistent” across all schools. One principal called the rally at the beginning of the year 

“really, really helpful [… staff could] see this [literacy curriculum] is part of a bigger vision and not just 

something [at my school.]” Three principals also pointed to clear communication from the LIFT office 

regarding literacy as a primary focus for the LIFT Learning Community. Finally, three principals stated that 

LIFT staff successfully provided support for the new curricula, with one principal describing how LIFT 

provided layers of support for literacy (and culture) implementation to teachers and administrators: 

I think a lot of things that LIFT has done this year have been more about providing guidance and 
instruction for the literacy and culture frameworks that we use in the LIFT community[…].They’ve 
done a lot of work around providing peer coaching, so coaching school principals and then coaching 
assistant principals and coaching the Instructional Leadership Team. [They] created those common 
planning days for the Learning Community [so that] alike teachers could meet on a half-day 
professional development. Those are some of the supports they have offered, but also naturally giving 
that ongoing feedback and utilizing a structured tracking system where they capture all of the data. 
That’s kind of the work in which they’ve been supporting us. 

More than half of the principals and LIFT staff members cited literacy as the primary goal for Year 4 

One LIFT staff member described the literacy curriculum as the center of Year Four planning, emphasizing 

that several organizational aspects were built outward from it (such as school calendars and training 

schedules). Five principals cited the literacy goal as important to overall improvements in student 

outcomes. Some principals translated this LIFT focus into a specific goal at the school level, e.g., to increase 

literacy achievement and proficiency by 10%. 

                                                             
8 See Appendix A for a full list of LIFT-funded partners. 
9 The curricula were Core Knowledge for K-2 and Expeditionary Learning for 3-8. 
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Principals also identified some literacy challenges, many of which were resolved during the course 

of the year. These challenges included: 

 Teacher resistance, including the desire for more instructional autonomy. Two LIFT staff 
described initial resistance to the literacy curriculum from some teachers due to a reluctance to 

change curricula, and one noted that a small number of teachers have not completely embraced 

their curriculum yet. One principal described a concern, shared by the school’s administration 

and teachers, that the curricula were too scripted: “If you hand teachers a script, then they are 

going to read the script, so we lost a lot of authentic teaching time where veteran teachers who 

know how to teach and who are great at it were almost stifled a little bit because they were 

sticking to the script.” This principal addressed the issue by telling teachers that they could use 

other resources along with their curriculum and could adjust the timeline to meet their 

students’ needs. Another staff person noted that teacher resistance dropped as teachers gained 

more experience with the curricula. She said that by spring, irreplaceable teachers 

“resoundingly were appreciative of the curriculum” and that many were looking forward to 

putting their own “spin” on the curriculum in its second year. 

 Preparing teacher leaders to support early literacy instruction. LIFT staff noted that in K-5 

and K-8 schools, some teacher leaders (including Opportunity Culture Multi-Classroom 

Leaders) came from grades 4-8, so had little experience with early literacy instruction and 

assessment. In order to help those teachers more effectively lead the work in lower grades, staff 

hoped to develop a plan to provide additional training and onboarding for such teachers.  

 Addressing literacy challenges at the high school level. LIFT’s high school students also 
have significant literacy needs, but the high school did not participate in Year Four’s literacy 

roll-out, since the chosen curricula served K-8. The high school will begin receiving partner 

literacy support in Year Five. 

 Coordinating the roles and messages of coaches. The presence of multiple coaches and 

instructional leaders at each school, in addition to coach turnover at a few schools, raised some 

challenges for providing integrated services and clear, consistent messages to teachers. One 

principal described this issue and how better communication helped to resolve it:  

 

I think it was just a matter of how things are communicated to the teachers, as well as making 
sure the communication between all entities is clear. You had [partner] involved and the zone 

was involved and then facilitators were involved and then APs were involved, so I feel like at 

first we were not necessarily all on the same page. So you had [partner] come in and say things 

to teachers that we had not decided at the school level and the zone level and so [resolving it 

needed] a conversation with the [partner] and it was rectified. 

Perceived Outcomes 

Three-quarters of participating principals and a partner described improvements in literacy 

instruction and teacher practice as a result of the literacy curricula. Principals cited increased 

consistency of instruction and shared approaches within and across grades. One principal cited increased 

rigor in the literacy program and benefits for instructional leadership as well, “I can walk into a classroom 

and be in there for a minute and it all clicks. I know exactly what the teacher is doing. I know exactly what 

the students are doing. I know how to support the teacher in the work they’re doing.” Another principal 

reported that the literacy curricula had bolstered the effectiveness of new teachers, saying “For anyone that 

was new to teaching language arts this year, it […] doesn’t look like they are a new language arts teacher. 



16 

They’ve been given so many resources that it’s raised the floor.” A partner also cited “pretty dramatic 

improvement” in teacher practices:  

We’ve seen pretty dramatic improvement in kids persevering to go back to the text and answer 

questions from their teacher. Whereas teachers were sort of answering the questions for kids at the 

beginning of the year – now, almost 80% of the teachers we observed were providing more scaffolding 

[for] students and prompting questions in different ways and having peers discuss. 

Some LIFT principals and a LIFT partner cited interim improvements in students’ literacy skills and 
test scores over the school year, but others were wary of attributing outcomes too soon. A principal 
noted that since the literacy intervention, “we’ve seen some growth, very slow growth, but growth. […] Our 
numbers have been really, really low, but the consistency and the development in our teachers is showing 
the results we’re getting on the test.” Another principal reported seeing early indicators of significant 
growth in some interim assessments and a partner described increased student engagement with text. 
However, some LIFT staff saw additional room for improvement and were wary of making predictions 
about student outcomes. One LIFT staff member noted that building on the literacy curriculum to reach the 
90-90-90 goals will be difficult given that implementation began in Year Four, and another LIFT staff 
member noted that the program is still very much in the “watching” phase. 

V. LIFT Pillars 

In Year Four, LIFT continued to refine existing practices and strategies across each of the four pillars. One 

exception was the introduction of new strategies for the Parent and Community Engagement pillar; LIFT 

staff shifted their focus away from public relations and moved toward school-based support with targeted 

resources for some of LIFT’s high-need families. Below, we highlight key findings from each of the pillars. 

A. Talent: An Emerging Focus on Coaching 

LIFT staff and principals continued to cite Talent as the primary pillar and most important lever for 

achieving LIFT’s goals. As in previous years, the Talent pillar utilized numerous strategies for attracting, 

training, and retaining high-quality staff. Primary among the Talent strategies for Year Four was coaching. 

While coaching existed in previous years through other initiatives like Opportunity Culture, it became 

integral to Project LIFT’s method of improving schools and school staff. School staff received coaching from 

multiple sources including many members of the LIFT staff and LIFT partners. LIFT staff also indicated that 

they coached one another. Figure 2 illustrates the different coaching relationships within LIFT. 
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Figure 2. LIFT Coaching Relationships 

 

 

LIFT staff also continued to support Talent strategies from previous years, such as refining and growing 

Opportunity Culture in LIFT schools, providing professional development opportunities for school 

administrators and staff, hiring staff on an earlier timeline, and offering recruitment and retention bonuses. 
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Professional Development and Coaching 

A majority of LIFT principals and staff reported that LIFT’s increased focus on coaching improved 

practice at all levels of the learning community. Specifically, principals pointed to their coaching 

relationships with LIFT staff and their work with LIFT partners who provided direct support to teachers. 

One principal spoke about how shepherds were influential in decision-making:  

Doing [school walk-throughs] with my [shepherd] in the learning community and calibrating on what 

we see with instruction and how that aligns to the LIFT Way has been very impactful, particularly 

helping me with the language and the lens with which I support my administrators below me has been 

very impactful. Also having a thought partner around what other systems we need to put in place to 

address any other issues, so helping me come up with a needs assessment, just having that support, 

that bi-weekly coaching has been wonderful. Having someone I can text immediately. I texted them 

this morning to say ‘this is an issue I’m having on campus’ and they’re very responsive to reaching out 

to the district to make sure we had additional support, so it’s just been really, really impactful.  

Another spoke about how LIFT partners supported teachers and improved their pedagogy and use of data-
driven instruction (DDI):  
 

I brought [a LIFT partner in to help with] coaching […] this year. I have really seen some great things 

happen with coaching this year with teachers getting better and better and really improving their 

craft, increasing engagement. We still have a ways to go, but we’re seeing increased engagement in 

classes and [… increased] communication with the rigor and the DDI. 

The principal went on to add that some facilitators from the school received additional professional 
development to act as coaches for their colleagues. This in-house coaching was also perceived as being 
highly successful; as the principal said:  

[The facilitators] focused on our most needy teachers to either support and lift them up or to move 

them out. And we’ve seen a great response from that. The teachers who the [facilitators] have been 

helping have made really big strides. It’s been consistent. It’s been maintained with a decrease in 

support over time, so that’s been really good. Also with my [facilitators], I train them on how to do 

data driven instruction starting with the formative feedback from the very beginning of the testing 

cycle, so they’ve carried that throughout the whole entire school year with all our goals and that has 

had a huge impact. […] The teachers are not only using the [testing cycle] to inform the instruction, 

they are also [collaborating on] the best way to take the test or the best way to use the strategies.  

LIFT principals indicated that initial challenges related to expectations around coaching were 

addressed over the course of the school year, specifically with more streamlined communication. 

While principals noted that the influx of coaching was key to improving their staff’s and their own 

practices, three also indicated that at times there were “too many hands stirring the pot,” which led to 

teachers getting “different messages” and becoming “a little frustrated.” These issues were further 

complicated at two schools in particular due to a LIFT partner’s coach turnover and one school having 

multiple coaches from the same organization at the same time. One of the principals of these schools 

described the situation and resulting confusion:  

“The downside [to the LIFT partner coaching] is that there have been a lot of different coaches. […] Not 

everybody had the same coach and they sometimes got mixed messages about how they should be 

executing that work. I’m not trained, so I didn’t know the right answers either. I was relying on the 

partner and the partner was a little inconsistent.”  
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A LIFT staff member described a similar sentiment about principals when describing their coaching and 

professional development structure: 

[A LIFT partner] did training talks in the fall. Some of our principals go to [a different Professional 

Development retreat]. [At the retreat, they] did training talks in the spring. Then [another LIFT 

partner] wanted to do training talks. So you’ve got a principal who is like, ‘We’ve done talks,’ or ‘Their 

training talks are different than your talks.’ We shared that with [the partner] and then [the partner] 

is like, ‘We don’t do training talks. [Our method is] different.’ So that at the school level has created 
tension. That’s a lot for someone to manage in their head, especially when there has to be 

intentionality and a sequence of the work.  

However, as the year went on, principals reported that the structure for coaching and communication 

improved. One principal attributed this to LIFT staff intervening: 

At one point, I felt it was becoming too much, so what made it more effective was that the 

superintendent and the executive director heard my concern around it having been too much going on 

and too many voices in the building at one time. They agreed to pull back and kind of streamline that 

message coming into the building so that people in the building would be able to digest the coaching 

points and make them come alive in the building. If we had continued to go the way we were going, 

ultimately we probably would have been less effective than we are now. 

LIFT staff sought to both support LIFT-wide professional development and meet school-specific 

professional development needs. LIFT staff said that common professional development 1) helped to 

align practices throughout LIFT, 2) provided all LIFT schools with a common language for collaboration, 

and 3) helped ease student transitions for youth who moved within the Learning Community. At the same 

time, they expressed the desire to provide differentiated professional development to address individual 

school’s needs. As one staff member described, 

The tension this year that we are beginning to see is ‘how do we differentiate?’ Before, it was like 

everyone gets [one support] and that’s what we were doing as a zone, which potentially made sense, 

but I think what we have found this year—at least from my perspective—is that every school is not 

ready for [that one support] or that particular lever. 

Similarly, another LIFT staff member discussed tailoring professional development to the needs or learning 

styles of individuals: 

I think we need to get to the point where principals have autonomy [selecting professional 

development], but the gold standard remains, and that is the point that we support and that we hold 

people accountable to. So where that hasn’t worked is if [a principal] doesn’t necessarily want 

principal coaching; the effectiveness of that coach is very low. [The principal] may be better served by 

having that person come in once a month and lead grade level planning or something, modeling it. But 

this year we didn’t give them that option. […] We need to evolve.  

Opportunity Culture 

LIFT principals identified several Opportunity Culture strengths. Specifically, they cited Opportunity 

Culture as 1) an effective coaching model, 2) a proven way to improve student outcomes, and 3) a 

successful recruiting and retention tool.  
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Unlike in Year Three, when reviews of Opportunity Culture were mixed, LIFT principals in Year 4 tended to 

describe the positive ways in which Opportunity Culture had impacted their schools. For example, one 

principal saw Opportunity Culture’s coaching structure as integral to improving teacher practice and 

aligned with the school’s culture initiative—No Nonsense Nurturing, adding, “The impact […] has been 

huge in our school.” Two other principals reported that as the initiative matured in their schools, they were 

starting to see better student outcomes. Said one of these principals, “I’m having a similar Opportunity 

Culture model to what we had last year. It’s another year of the same type of structure, and it allows us to 

refine. That’s been going really well for us, and we’re able to see that from just our benchmark data.” 

Finally, two principals added that the Opportunity Culture structure was helpful for teacher recruitment 

and retention with one principal saying, “It’s changed the way that I recruit people. It’s changed the way 

that we retain people in that we don’t lose them right away.”  

Many LIFT stakeholders also cited the expansion of Opportunity Culture as a sign of success. With 

five LIFT schools implementing Opportunity Culture, three others in the planning stages for rollout in Year 

Five, and nearly 20 CMS schools in their second year of implementation, Project LIFT staff saw Opportunity 

Culture as a continued success. Said one LIFT staff member, “We’re excited about Opportunity Culture, 

which is another huge tenet of our Talent arm, and are glad to be seeing that grow beyond just a few 

schools next year.”  

LIFT principals who expanded Opportunity Culture within their own schools also reported a successful 

rollout with some early successes in student growth. For example, one principal stated, “This year we’ve 

expanded [Opportunity Culture positions] to all three [tested areas], so we’ve had a lot of impact on data 

driven instruction with our [benchmark exams], so I’m able to see there’s going to be substantial growth 

there with those kids in those areas.” 

Educator Recruitment and Retention 

As noted above, LIFT continue to refine its teacher recruitment and retention strategies, including 

advocating for earlier hiring timelines. Additional innovative practices such as streamlined, online 

interviews and recruiting teaching candidates at local conferences have helped decrease the number of 

teacher vacancies in late summer by hiring early, when more high-quality candidates are seeking jobs.10  

Multiple LIFT staff and principals viewed professional development, leadership roles, and bonuses 

as key recruitment and retention tools. While early hiring, presenting at national conferences, and an 

online application process were seen as helpful for attracting teaching candidates, interviewees described 

LIFT’s focus on teacher support and specialized roles (e.g. Multi-Classroom Leaders and Digital 

Transformation Leaders) as a major draw for recruitment that also contributed to staff retention. One LIFT 

staff member, for example, stated, 

We just can’t turn on something to make retention actually work. The more I look at it, it’s really all 

the things that [LIFT staff] are working on with the principals that will bring about retention: student 

culture, staff culture, observation and feedback, evaluation, all of those things the principal and the 

school leaders are responsible for will actually bring about retention. So making sure that those things 

happen is extremely important and they are.  

LIFT principals expressed similar sentiments about honoring staff for their hard work through public 

congratulations, gift cards, and celebrations. Said one principal, “I would never not do it; that stuff is really 

                                                             
10 http://scholar.harvard.edu/files/mkraft/files/papay_kraft_late_hire_and_student_achievement.pdf 
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important for retention. People feeling they’re being fed professional development-wise, but also they’re 

being honored when they do great work.” Finally, two principals indicated that recruitment and retention 

bonuses helped attract teachers who may otherwise leave North Carolina given the low teacher pay. One 

principal noted, “Teachers work really hard, and […] to be able to show my appreciation in some type of 

monetary way, to be able to say the work they’ve done is over and beyond, like ‘this is actually what you 

should be making anyway’—[makes the bonus a] token of appreciation and gratitude.”  

While LIFT staff and principals celebrated LIFT as a “training ground” for school leaders, they noted 
that this aspect of LIFT’s success also caused challenges for LIFT schools. According to one LIFT staff 

member, the LIFT Learning Community, which is one of the smallest learning communities in the district, 

has “produced more principals and other executive leaders to the district than any other learning 

community.” This staff member went on to say: “It’s a positive and a negative. […] It feels good to be looked 

at as the talent hotbed. I hear from my peers all the time, ‘When we interview your people, they are just 

leaps and bounds above other people—just the way they can articulate their vision and instructional work.’ 

But it hurts, too.” A CMS employee echoed this sentiment, saying:  

Some of [LIFT’s] turnover is people leave and take a non-LIFT job, promotions, and principals who are 

hired at a non-LIFT school. In the bigger picture, that’s a great thing, but in terms of maintaining the 

leadership that you develop within LIFT—when it steps outside, there’s a vacuum to be filled there, so 

that is still a challenge.  

Indeed, principal turnover has been constant throughout the LIFT initiative; only one Year Four principal 

was a principal during Year One of Project LIFT. Reasons for principal turnover during the four years of 
LIFT have likely been varied and complex. While “positive” reasons (e.g., new leadership opportunities) 

have definitely played a role, “negative” reasons (e.g., burnout, dissatisfaction with aspects of LIFT) may 

also have been a factor. Whatever the cause, it’s clear that turnover for individual schools and the learning 

community as a whole has affected the initiative’s implementation. 

While LIFT staff were quick to point out that Year Four principals were strong, three LIFT staff and one 

LIFT principal noted that school-level leadership turnover created challenges for implementation of LIFT 

strategies both across and within schools. Within the school, one principal spoke about a “trust curve,” i.e., 

the time it takes to build trust, and struggling to get support for the new principal’s initiatives and overall 

mission. This principal went on to say, “When you have that pushback on everything, it doesn’t make your 

initiatives consistent across the building.”  

Two Project LIFT staff expressed a similar sentiment about inconsistencies with implementation across 

schools. One staff member, for example, said: “Every year since LIFT started, we have a had a different mix 

[of principals], and I think […] that every time that happens, the school goes on pause for a year while that 

person just figures it all out. It’s very difficult to get progress.” Similarly, another LIFT staff member noted,  

Whenever you have a new principal, even at a very successful school or seasoned [incoming principal], 

schools that may be doing well with our essential actions—when they get a new principal, we have to 

consider them in a new light and revisit each of those essential actions. We can’t just assume they 

continue on. So now we have […] schools that are at different places.  

B. Time: Maintaining the Focus on Continuous Learning Calendars 

LIFT staff and principals reported overall satisfaction with the CLCs and LIFT Academy, citing some 

Year Three challenges that had eased. As teachers, parents, and community members have become 
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increasingly familiar with the Continuous Learning Calendar, some challenges posed in previous years have 

subsided, particularly around scheduling and smoother intersession programming. Two principals also 

noted that LIFT and CMS were continuing to make strides in streamlining communication and improving 

logistical coordination of CLC start and end dates. For example, one principal and one LIFT staff member 

noted that later start dates and more planning days for teachers at more opportune times were welcome 

changes to their calendars. Moreover, the addition of designated LIFT staff to assist with the administration 

of the extended learning strategies (e.g. intersession) for each CLC school has also alleviated some of 

workload that previously fell on teachers and principals, thus reducing—but not eliminating—concerns 

about ‘burnout.’ 

Interviewees also cited ongoing areas for CLC improvement, particularly around how calendar 

conflicts affect student attendance, hiring, and testing. Three out of four CLC principals noted that the 

calendar differences between the CLC schools and the rest of CMS may contribute to higher rates of 

absenteeism among students new to CMS and/or students who have family members in non-CLC schools. 

One staff member and one principal also added that CLCs created additional challenges when scheduling 

assessments. For example, one principal noted,  

With us having the extra day of school on the 27th that nobody else has we actually have to test our 

scholars on Friday, May 27, which is the Friday before Memorial Day and we’re thinking, ‘Ok, all of 

CMS is going to be closed. There’s going to be 4 schools open. Think about people who have siblings in 

high school and schools are closed Memorial Monday. How many kids are going to be coming to school 

that Friday?’  

Similar to previous years, interviewees noted some remaining challenges related to hiring staff. As one staff 

member noted, hiring at CLC schools can be difficult due to the short turnaround time between the end of 

one school year and the beginning of the next. One principal and one LIFT staff member also suggested that 

the extra 19 days of the CLC may not be necessary for a successful extended learning strategy.11  

Principals reported that the shift to in-house intersession programming in Year Four was relatively 

smooth, but remained a work in progress. In Year Four, LIFT started running programming for in-house 

intersession breaks staffed by LIFT school faculty rather than intersessions run by the Arts and Science 

Council, as took place in Years Two and Three. This shift was considered a sustainability measure given the 

high cost of partner-run intersessions. Minor logistical difficulties cropped up during the transition, but two 

LIFT staff members saw the move to managing logistics in-house as positive overall citing “good results 

with [intersession] students.”  

Moreover, two of the four principals stated that Year Four intersession programming went well overall and 

that it was a productive use of time for students. However, principals reported differing levels of student 

interest in intersession from one school to another: one principal felt that intersession could be better 

attended, and another stated that the school would benefit from increasing both the length and the capacity 

of intersession programming so that the programs ran for the duration of the intersession. This principal 

stated that while they “usually have a waiting list about three pages long,” an ongoing concern about a one-

week camp during a multi-week break was childcare for the remainder of the intersession. Said one 

principal, “The kids are going to be out of school for three weeks in this scenario, and I don’t know what 

parents will do with kids if camp is only offered for one week [… because] that does put some pressure on 

the parents.” 

                                                             
11 The relationship between student outcomes and CLCs (both 180-day and 199-day) will be explored in the forthcoming memo on Year Four student 

outcomes. 
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C. Technology: Deepening Technology Integration and School-Based Leadership 

In Year Four, LIFT’s Technology pillar strategies, which were revamped in Year Three, continued to evolve 

with scaled-up efforts to engage faculty and students with technology for teaching and learning. Similar to 

Year Three, two LIFT Technology Facilitators led technology efforts across the learning community and 

also supported school-based Digital Transformation Leaders (DTLs). 

LIFT’s DTLs served as school-based resources and models for technology usage in the classroom, 

with signs that DTLs were building their expertise and leadership. At the end of the 2014-15 school 

year (Year Three), LIFT implemented its first cohort of DTLs—classroom teachers who received extra 

funds to enhance technology usage in their classrooms in exchange for modeling strong blended learning 

and technology practices.  

DTLs gained experience with their roles in Year Four, and LIFT staff and principals noted that DTLs were 

starting to successfully model and share practices with their colleagues. For example, one principal stated, 

“One [DTL] in particular is getting a lot out of [the program]. She’s using different technology strategies in 

her classroom, and she’s beginning to share them with her team. It’s really exciting to see new and unique 

things that I’ve never seen in a classroom before.”  

LIFT staff also noted that DTLs were being asked to lead professional development for other CMS schools 

as well. Said one LIFT staff member: 

A lot of our cohort members are getting paid to lead professional development not only within their 

schools but also district-wide—delivering planning lessons [and leading] professional development 
before and after school. We’ve kind of built a small wave of excitement where the teachers are the ones 

leading the change in the realm of technology. It’s not coming down from the district or the zone. It’s 

actually teachers learning from teachers what’s happening in our classrooms. We’ve found from year 

one to year two with this program that we’re having a larger impact in an indirect way, because it is 

us working with a small cohort and then them being the masters at their school. 

CMS’ ongoing hardware and software support allowed the two LIFT Technology Facilitators to 

continue deepening their focus on integrating technology into core content areas and improving 

instruction through technology usage. With an influx of classroom technology and IT support from CMS 

to ensure that LIFT students had consistent access to computers at school, LIFT staff continued their focus 

on integrating technology into teaching and learning, including increasing the rigor of technology use and 

avoiding the use of technology as a “babysitter.” Reflecting on the move to focus Technology Facilitators’ 

work on instruction, one LIFT staff member stated:  

I think before we had this laser-like focus on this device, getting the device in people’s hands, teaching 

the teachers how to use the device, and teaching the kids how to use the device, but there really wasn’t 

an alignment between the device, the curriculum, and the expectations for teaching and learning. This 

year,[…] we’re presenting the technology as a tool for how to facilitate instruction.  

LIFT Technology Facilitators also expressed interest in furthering their work by familiarizing school staff 

with the SAMR and/or TPACK measures of technological integration12 as a means of increasing the rigor of 

instruction through technology, thereby “building internal excellence.” The LIFT Technology Facilitators 

                                                             
12 The SAMR model describes technology integration as substituting, augmenting, modifying, or redefining instruction, with the goal being to move 

from substitution to redefinition12. For more information, see: 

http://www.edweek.org/tm/articles/2012/01/25/tln_magiera1.html?tkn=QORD11FsJxrxiKUl1%2FvOUnVr9dq%2Bie3Pg2Zq&intc=es 

The TPACK model describes the interaction between technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge. For more information, see: http://tpack.org/ 
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also suggested these models as one means of evaluating technology use in the classroom—an area in which 

LIFT has had limited metrics and evaluation strategies in the past. 

LIFT principals described the targeted focus on integrating technology into math and science 

instruction as helpful for teachers. Efforts to integrate technology and instruction have been 

championed by LIFT’s Technology Facilitators, who worked collaboratively with math and science teachers 

across the LIFT Learning Community in Year Four. Describing the shift from general technology integration 

toward a targeted focus on math and science from Year Three to Year Four, one LIFT Technology Facilitator 

said,  

Last year our big focus was on observation and feedback. […] I can say that a lot of the attention this 

year has been more towards integrating math/science with technology, whereas last year it was more 

generally technology. Both [Technology Facilitators’] work has kind of shifted toward specific content 

areas. 

Math/science technology integration efforts were generally well-received; five principals stated that this 

collaboration gained traction over the year and was ultimately a successful way of directly engaging 

teachers. As one principal said, 

[One LIFT Technology Facilitator] has really worked with my science teacher. […]He’s there a lot [and] 

she tells me, […] ‘well [he] was here and we did this or that and another,’ so he has been great at 

supporting her, teaching her some technology tips to use technology as a classroom tool. And then 

[another LIFT Technology Facilitator] has been great working with my math people. He has worked 

with my facilitator […]and he’s just been really beneficial to our teachers and students.  

New CMS hardware, software, and policies created challenges as well. In previous years, LIFT’s 
Technology pillar utilized LIFT-specific hardware (e.g. XO Laptops) and software (e.g. Google Classroom). 
However, these resources were phased out due to shifts in LIFT and CMS priorities (e.g. a shift from Google 
Classroom to Canvas). As a result, three principals and one LIFT staff member expressed concern about the 
changes to hardware and software from year to year. As a LIFT staff member reflected, 
 

Last year was all about getting our teachers to become Google certified. There was a big push for the 

Google Classroom and then this year it was a shift to Canvas […] because that’s what the state uses. […] 

It’s hard to get people to the level of confidence or just be able to use the tool effectively when there is 

that changing landscape.  

Similarly, while LIFT staff were appreciative of the CMS IT support, which allowed LIFT staff to spend more 
time supporting instruction than fixing computers, this approach was not without challenges. For example, 
one LIFT staff member noted that they occasionally needed to contact CMS staff to update apps or work 
around CMS firewalls, which caused delays in instruction.  

D. Parent and Community Engagement: A New School-Based Approach 

As noted at the beginning of the memo, Project LIFT hired two new Parent and Community Engagement 

staff to help implement a new approach to parent and community engagement work: supporting school-

level strategies. This strategy differed from the Parent and Community Engagement pillar strategies of 

previous years, which focused heavily on public relations. As one LIFT staff member described the shift 

towards a school-based approach: 
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[The shift in strategy is] based purely on what we have been seeing and the need to be providing more 

school-based support to have those organic relationships in the community. So it’s not us dictating it. 

It’s them identifying natural or willing partners in the community and having them direct and create 

their own goals, so it’s more authentic.  

 While the new approach was designed to augment strategies taking place at individual schools, LIFT staff 

also looked at supports across the learning community to identify best practices and provide additional 

supports to schools struggling to implement parent and community engagement strategies. One such 
initiative was creating a Demographics, Network, and Affiliates (DNA) document, which allows schools to 

evaluate their current partnerships and identify ways in which to grow partnerships. 

Starting in Year Four, LIFT staff also worked with school staff to identify specific families who needed 

additional support outside of school. Using a referral process, the Parent and Community Engagement staff 

worked with families individually to help identify needed supports for individual students and to help 

families overcome barriers preventing them from fully engaging in their child’s educational growth and 

development. Through a partnership with a local organization, a select group of parents also participated in 

workshops and received financial support that went toward utilities and basic needs.  

Parent and community engagement staff helped families connect to school-based initiatives. LIFT 

staff noted that a major focus of the new Parent and Community Engagement pillar was strategically 

communicating in-school initiatives and issues to parents so that they could better support their children 

and engage with the school. Some of the LIFT staff viewed this type of collaboration as a natural extension 

of the parent and community engagement work. One staff member stated, “[There is] a direct connection 
with teaching and learning. [For example,] how do we form out family nights with our teaching and 

learning team?” Likewise, two LIFT staff members saw the work of the Parent and Community Engagement 

team and the behavior intervention team as “naturally coming together” because it would allow the Parent 

and Community Engagement team know what behavior strategies schools had in place, which could help 

them communicate goals and expectations to LIFT parents. This overlap differed from LIFT staff’s 

perspectives in previous years, in which LIFT staff reported that the Parent and Community Engagement 

team felt isolated from other LIFT staff and indicated that there were few shared goals.  

In a shift from Year Three, a majority of LIFT principals and staff reported overall satisfaction with 

the parent and community engagement work. Unlike previous years when principals described a dearth 

of support, principals identified specific ways in which LIFT staff supported parent and community 

engagement within their school. For example, at one school, the LIFT team supported the school in 

establishing a Parent Teacher Association (PTA). At another school, a principal described LIFT’s support of 

school-level strategies as ideal by saying, 

I think what’s been successful is the learning community just being supportive. At our school, we have 
a lot of partners. We have a lot of parents getting engaged on things, so truthfully anything the 

learning community can do just accentuates what we already have in place, so I did not lean to them 

to establish new initiatives for our school because we have so many things already in place, so 

anything they can do at this point is really about support.  

Similarly, a principal at a third school noted that LIFT staff’s efforts were not only improving school 

strategies, but also directly benefiting families: “This year, the addition of the community engagement staff 

has been phenomenal. I think they got hired in like January/February, but already I’ve been able to feel the 

benefit of someone to case manage our five most highly intensive families.” 
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While LIFT principals described increased capacity for community engagement as helpful, they said 

that it did not fully meet the high level of need in LIFT schools. As in previous years, multiple LIFT 

principals and staff members indicated that “the work is just starting” with regard to parent and 

community engagement. Said one LIFT staff member, “In […] the coming year, [we are] making sure we are 

focused on the socio-emotional needs of our students, and not just the students because we also have to 

impact our families because a lot of our families have a lot of needs.” A LIFT principal echoed this sentiment 

by saying, “The reality is we just have an overwhelming amount of need for our kids, so additional support-

- I will never turn it down or turn it away. […] So that’s one thing I want to champion more-- how can I get 

more resources and support on campus.” 

VI. Sustainability 

As LIFT moves into its final years, variously positioned stakeholders are considering how best to sustain 

LIFT initiatives and progress. A LIFT leader suggested that adding Year Six would increase their potential 

to gather “outcomes and data to substantiate a story for additional fundraising.” Several LIFT staff defined 

sustainability as LIFT becoming integrated into schools and the school system. A board member hoped that 

it would become “part of the DNA of the school system” and a LIFT leader said that successful sustainability 

would mean seeing “evidence of Project LIFT in any school that I walked into” in 10 years. Another leader 

noted that, rather than being focused on maintaining individual programs, “I’m looking at it as have we 

changed practice and beliefs and expectations.” 

A. Year Five & Six Goals 

With the addition of a Year Six, CMS, LIFT staff and principals had the opportunity to expand their frame of 

reference and planning for the LIFT initiative. They described several ways in which they were integrating 

a Year Six into their thinking about implementation and sustainability. 

Stakeholders agreed that Years Five and Six would focus largely on refining and deepening current 

initiatives. With the exception of one new Year Five initiative—implementation of a math curriculum, one 

LIFT leader described the focus for Years Five and Six as “going back to some things that have already 

gotten some traction and figuring out how to improve and refine.” LIFT staff, principals, and board 

members hoped that allowing strategies to mature would contribute to stronger understanding and 

implementation among school staff. As one principal said, “I establish goals in conjunction with our team 

and our school [… and then we] work on […] details that are going to help us get to the goals. I hate to 

establish new goals with the team every year; then you never accomplish anything.”  

 

LIFT leaders and board members saw Years Five and Six as opportunities to examine outcomes and 

“prove” what works. Interviewees noted that in the first years of LIFT, a great deal of work went into 

building a foundation for success or, as one interviewee said, “laying the track the train could run on.” 

Another LIFT leader anticipated that Years Five and Six would provide evidence about “what’s effective and 

what needs to remain in place.”  

 

All LIFT principals described Talent strategies as one of their top sustainability priorities beyond 

Year Six. While principals highlighted multiple initiatives they wanted to sustain, across schools, Talent 

pillar strategies were most frequently mentioned. Principals mentioned bonuses, principal coaching, 

Opportunity Culture and overall support for talent management and recruitment as important long-term. 
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For example, one principal wanted to keep the bonuses because “I think it will help us retain and recruit 

effective talent.” 

B. Sustainability Challenges  

Interviewees identified the following as challenges which could undermine LIFT sustainability: 

 Leadership turnover & the need for succession planning. As noted above, turnover among 

school administrators poses challenges, including possibly undermining gains already in place. 

Several respondents noted that planning for principal succession could help temper negative effects 

of turnover. In addition, the CMS superintendent transition adds uncertainty. 

 New student assignment model. CMS is considering changing its approach to student assignment. 

If the new assignment model is no longer based on feeder patterns, then students will be less likely 

to receive consistent LIFT supports throughout their K-12 years.  

 Talent recruitment as the end of LIFT nears. Recruiting may become more difficult if candidates 
are concerned about uncertainty and changes to teachers’ positions and supports after LIFT ends. 

 Replication and fidelity of implementation. As LIFT strategies are replicated across CMS without 

the benefit of LIFT structures and supports, some interviewees raised concerns about whether 

fidelity or quality of implementation would be affected. A staff person noted that CMS staff don’t 

necessarily receive the same ongoing support as LIFT staff, which could affect implementation. At 

the same time, interviewees recognized that strategies will need to evolve as they are replicated. 

LIFT strategies have been implemented with additional philanthropic dollars and the district may 

experiment with integrating and implementing the strategies in other ways. As one staff member 

said, the district needs to experiment without the [additional] money [which provides] a more 

realistic picture of what it’s going to look like when the dollars are gone.” 

 Funding extended learning and retention bonuses. The Continuous Learning Calendar and 
teacher bonuses were often mentioned as the biggest challenges for ongoing funding, given the high 

cost associated with each. 

C. Current Planning for Sustainability 

All interviewees were beginning to plan for and, in some cases, enact strategies for sustaining LIFT 

strategies and programs. Stakeholders, including principals, LIFT staff, CMS staff, and LIFT partners, 

highlighted the following approaches to sustaining LIFT, some of which were already in place: 

 Fund initiatives with existing school budgets. Opportunity Culture, which is cost-neutral, was 
frequently described as sustainable by principals and LIFT staff. Some principals described already 
funding other programs, such as CT3 or a family advocate, by deploying existing dollars differently. 
They were confident they could continue to fund them. As one explained,  
 

The curriculum piece is definitely a heavy, big financial cost to replenish some of the stuff. 
While we appreciate having LIFT support, I think my Title 1 budget is such that I can plan for 
that within it. We’ll have to make some tough choices between other things potentially […but] 
I think there isn’t anything that I’m like gosh I have to have LIFT to fund that.[…]Will there be 
challenges? In some cases, yes, but will it be doable? Yeah. 
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 Build internal school capacity. LIFT staff, principals, and partners voiced the goal of building 
capacity so that schools could sustain initiatives long-term. Some reported already seeing signs of 

progress in this direction: 

I think I’m getting better and better at [Talent strategies] as the years go on. I rely less on 

[LIFT Talent staff] this year than I did one year ago in terms of creating messaging and 

figuring out how to talk to candidates, how to keep them on, how to plan. I think all of that I’m 

getting better at, so I think we’ll be able to sustain it. (Principal) 

[One goal is for] our schools [setting] up observation and feedback in a way that it can sustain 

itself. So if you take [LIFT staff] out of the picture, will the AP and the principal still know how 

to do observation and feedback well and still grow in that process….in many of the schools, 

what I’m working on with them-- either DDI or planning or positive feedback-- it does appear 

they are beginning to be able to sustain and hold it on their own. (LIFT staff) 

Others reported strategizing to lay the groundwork for capacity-building over the remainder of the 

LIFT grant. One LIFT staff person talked of building school “self-sustainability,” and another 

mentioned “working myself out of a job,” by building strong school-based teams. Another principal 

described currently doing a great deal of training to lay a foundation, saying, “Beyond two years 

[years 5 and 6], the idea will be that everyone in the building will have pervasive skills that they can 

train each other, and it doesn’t have to be through a partner, so that’s the long-term idea.” 

 Adoption by CMS. LIFT and CMS leaders reported that their long-term intention was that CMS 
ultimately take on the funding of many LIFT initiatives. Leaders continued to monitor LIFT 

implementation to assess how strategies were working, what the district might adopt and how, and 

what partners or strategies might be funded by schools themselves or through other fundraising. As 

one district leader said, “We’re aware that we have to take the majority of the funding 

over[…].We’re including in the discussion how we can sustain what’s happening in LIFT.” As noted 

above, CMS has already begun funding some LIFT strategies, as well as supporting implementation 
of LIFT strategies in other CMS learning communities.  

 Fundraising. LIFT staff have supported a few initiatives, e.g., the dental clinic, through additional 

fundraising and grants. Several partners described the goal of applying for foundation, government, 

or corporate funding to help support their work in LIFT schools.  

D. LIFT’s Spread Beyond its own Learning Community 

By the end of Year Four, LIFT strategies, leadership, and partnerships had already spread across 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools and the larger community in multiple ways, including (1) adoption of 

LIFT strategies by CMS; (2) engagement of LIFT partners in non-LIFT schools; (3) reliance on leadership 

and expertise developed in the LIFT Learning Community; (4) the LIFT Learning Community serving as an 

innovation lab for LIFT partners and other districts; and (5) adaptation of LIFT’s funding model. The 

section below describes this spread in more detail. 

LIFT Programs and Strategies Adopted by CMS 

 Opportunity Culture. This talent and staffing model had spread into almost 20 CMS schools. 
Several district leaders noted that its adoption was informed by learnings and best practices from 
LIFT. One said, “We use their job descriptions, how they train their principals who are 
implementing it. We used all that as a starting point for how we started it in the district.” 
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 Talent strategies. CMS has also adopted LIFT Talent strategies other than Opportunity Culture. For 
example, they included a Talent Specialist, like LIFT’s, in the Beacon13 model. They also adopted 
overstaffing, which a LIFT staff person described as: “You don’t have to wait for the position that 
will come open in July. You can actually hire for that position now [in Spring] based off of your 
projections and intent forms you get from your staff.” 

 LIFT Academy. CMS has created LIFT-like academies at five sites to support high school students 

who, with more intensive support, can get back on track to graduate on time. 

 Feeder pattern alignment. CMS has adopted the model of aligning learning communities to feeder 

patterns. This change also enhanced LIFT sustainability, since CMS began funding the LIFT Learning 

Community Superintendent position. 

 Data-driven instruction. Both LIFT staff and an outside presenter have provided training on DDI 
for CMS educators. One CMS staff person noted that the outside presenter “would not have come to 

CMS if he had not had a partnership with LIFT and UVA.”  

 Health interventions. LIFT has offered interventions such as a dental clinic and a mobile health 

cruiser to its learning community and the district. A CMS leader said, “Certainly the use of the 

mobile cruiser to get out into the neighborhoods in the summer for immunizations has been 

something we spread to our other turnaround schools in the district as a result of LIFT.” 

 1:1 Laptops. LIFT’s initiative informed CMS’s adoption of this model. A CMS leader noted that 
LIFT’s pilot of this work informed CMS’s planning in terms of “knowing the infrastructure support, 

the technical assistance needed at the school level, the training…needed for teachers before the 

devices were in the hands of the kids.” These were “implementation best practices that we learned 

from the LIFT implementation.” 

LIFT Partnerships that Spread Beyond LIFT Schools 

 University of Virginia’s (UVA) School Turnaround Program. The district adopted UVA as a 
provider of PD for other CMS turnaround schools and also took on the cost of paying for any new 

LIFT principals to attend the School Turnaround Program. 

 Building Educated Leaders for Life (BELL). CMS asked BELL to run summer school for third 

graders across the district. As one district leader noted, “The relationship with BELL started with 

LIFT.” 

 Communities in Schools (CIS). CMS adjusted its model with CIS “based on seeing how the model 
has worked well in the LIFT schools.” Instead of organizing its work via school levels as in the past, 

CIS’s program will be vertically aligned by feeder pattern, as has been the case with LIFT. 

LIFT Leadership and Expertise 

 Beacon. LIFT informed the creation of the Beacon initiative. The LIFT superintendent has worked 
closely with the Beacon superintendent to provide support and serve as a thought partner. Beacon 

also serves as an opportunity to pilot how best to apply learnings and strategies from LIFT with 

fewer resources. 

 Formal trainings. As LIFT staff developed expertise in areas and programs new to CMS, some 
provided training for CMS leaders and staff. For example, a LIFT staff person and several principals 

provided training to central office staff on the DDI model to help the staff better support its 

implementation. A CMS leader explained, “When we did a root cause analysis of why the data-wise 

                                                             
13 A three year school turnaround initiative within CMS, Beacon began in fall 2014. Its goals are similar to LIFT’s and two LIFT schools are also 

Beacon schools. 
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model didn’t go as well or get embedded as deeply as we wanted it to, the root cause was that we 

did not first train the district support staff. [The LIFT training for all district-level support staff] was 

very instrumental.” LIFT staff have also provided training on Opportunity Culture and for MCLs.  

 Informal learning. CMS leaders communicated with LIFT staff in multiple ways and sought to 
learn from their initiatives. One described learning by staying in touch with LIFT staff and 

participating in LIFT school visits and also periodically asking team members to visit LIFT schools 

to learn about aspects of their work. He described the interaction between CMS departments and 

LIFT as “an opportunity for learning and an opportunity to carry really great practices 

instructionally to my department, so I see that as a great boon for our district….We get lessons we 

learn that have informed the sustainability of all of our schools and the achievement of them.” 

Another CMS leader noted that the Learning Community Superintendent shared her expertise with 

other superintendents in multiple ways and that “the knowledge that she’s gained through this 

process is greatly respected.” 

 Leader and teacher development pipeline. Other feeder patterns and offices have hired LIFT 
teachers and administrators, appreciating their training and experience. A LIFT staff person noted 

that principals from other learning communities have reported favorably on the LIFT teachers they 

interviewed and noted that LIFT had “provided more principals and other executive leaders to the 

larger district than any other” learning community. 

Influence Beyond CMS  

 Partners. Participating in LIFT helped some partners to innovate and to develop their models. One 
partner noted that they had recently completed a strategic plan. “A number of the key programming 

enhancements will come directly from the work we’ve done with LIFT.” One change was that as a 

result of their LIFT involvement, the partner planned to vertically align their work within feeder 

patterns, rather than to organize it by school level. 

 Other districts. Leaders from other districts are hearing about Project LIFT. Some have visited the 
learning community, while others have sought information virtually or have invited a LIFT leader to 

visit their district to work with leaders there. 

Funding Model 

 Applying the funding model within CMS. One district leader noted that working with LIFT and its 
board had been a good learning experience and could inform future similar models.  

We are a better district from my perspective [because of LIFT]….Having that public-private 

partnership and level of accountability. The folks that are on the LIFT board are really 

investors and people invest when they see things that are working and don’t invest when they 

don’t. I think that’s a good learning were we to replicate to another high school feeder pattern 

in Charlotte….Taking on the challenge that you could do this within the district has been a very 

rewarding experience. We’d certainly replicate it within the district without any hesitations 

and would encourage other districts to think about [this kind of model] instead of looking to 

charters for solutions. 

 Applying the funding model to other local initiatives. LIFT staff and board members noted that 
local funders have used a funder collaborative model for at least three other local initiatives, 

including READ Charlotte, an economic mobility taskforce, and an arts initiative. A board member 

said,  
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Project LIFT really does inform funders…all of us were contributing to K-12 education before 

Project LIFT, but we didn’t know if we were moving the needle or not with the ways we were 

funding, [or] who we were funding. As a result of this initiative we know what’s moving the 

needle, what’s important, the things we shouldn’t [fund], and the benefit of collective impact. 

High-Interest Strategies 

District leaders and LIFT staff highlighted several current programs and strategies which CMS is 

monitoring for possible future replication. 

 Literacy Curriculum. As one district leader said. “We’re watching very closely the curriculum 
implementation around literacy.”  

 Coaching. LIFT has adopted a number of coaching models, including coaching for principals and for 

assistant principals and partnering with various organizations that provide different approaches to 

teacher coaching. A LIFT leader reported a CMS leader’s recent interest in taking the LIFT coaching 

model to scale.  

 Continuous Learning Calendars. The district is monitoring the implementation and outcomes of 
the LIFT schools, which use alternative calendars to increase learning and minimize learning loss. 

VII. Recommendations and Looking Ahead 

The Year Four evaluation suggests that LIFT staff, LIFT principals, LIFT board members, LIFT partners, and 

CMS staff generally reported positively about the momentum generated during the 2015-16 school year. In 

particular, stakeholders reported overall satisfaction with pillar strategies, especially those related to 

Talent. Additionally, with the initiative moving into its final years, stakeholders identified multiple 

strategies that they were taking steps to sustain, including through scale-up within CMS. However, Year 

Four was not without its challenges. As staff and principals worked to refine practices and identify 

strategies that effectively improve student outcomes, they identified numerous areas for growth.  

In this section we first provide recommendations to guide implementation in Year Five and beyond and to 

address some of the areas for growth identified in the research. The recommendations are followed by a 

preview of the remaining Year Four memos and planned Year Five evaluation activities. 

A. Recommendations 

The following recommendations are based on Year Four evaluation findings: 

School Culture 

 Consider focusing further school culture professional development and support on some of 
the areas identified in this research, including how to help the most high-need students, teachers’ 

role in addressing the mental health needs of students and families, and providing additional 

supports for staff to address their mental health needs. 

Literacy 

 Identify ways in which experiences implementing the K-8 literacy curriculum can inform 
practices at the high school level, including aligning the 8th grade curriculum to the 9th grade 

curriculum and encouraging middle school teachers to collaborate with high school teachers on 



32 

how to build on middle school literacy instruction to engage and strengthen learning for rising 9th 

graders.  

 Share promising practices and questions across K-8 schools. As schools and teachers 
implement the literacy curricula for a second year, engage teachers and administrators in 

identifying promising practices as well as ongoing challenges and how schools are addressing these 

issues. One area to explore is how teachers are balancing customizing the curricula for their context 

and student needs with implementing the literacy program with fidelity.  

Talent 

 Streamline and coordinate coaching supports to ensure that school staff receive aligned and 

complementary supports and avoid conflicting or overlapping resources.  

 Continue to offer resources and professional development that align practices across LIFT 
schools, but also seek out ways to differentiate these supports to address individual schools’ 

needs. Striking this balance will allow LIFT to continue heightening the importance of the initiative, 

fostering collaboration across schools, and easing cross-school transitions for transient students, 

while also supporting schools in resolving school-specific concerns. 

 At the LIFT and/or school levels, identify strategies to support successful succession for 

school administrators. These plans could include naming high-functioning staff who could be 

considered for school leadership positions when transitions occur and identifying ways to help 

current assistant principals and teacher leaders develop skills that would position them to take on 

additional leadership roles in the future. 

 Continue building on successes in revamping recruitment and hiring practices, including 

advocating for early teacher recruitment, streamlined interview strategies, and highlighting 

school-year supports for staff. LIFT’s ongoing push for creative hiring practices has helped LIFT 

hire teachers in the face of ongoing teacher shortages in CMS.14 Maintaining these practices and 

referencing the level of support (e.g. professional development and coaching) and new 

opportunities (e.g. Opportunity Culture positions and DTLs) that make LIFT unique could further 

strengthen LIFT’s candidate pool.  

Time 

 Continue to communicate and strategize with CMS throughout the year about CLC logistics 

including strategies for CMS to support LIFT in communicating school calendars to the community, 

and scheduling school year events such as testing and professional development. 

Technology 

 Continue supporting teachers in technology integration, rather than training on specific 

hardware and software. A focus on consolidating and deepening teachers’ technology skills and 

knowledge can continue to benefit teachers regardless of the hardware and software in use.  

 Strategize with CMS to identify ways in which LIFT can continue leveraging CMS resources for 
technical assistance and hardware and software support, while also maintaining some 

control over app downloads for instruction and other firewall issues.  

 Foster opportunities for DTLs to collaborate within and across schools. In-school 
collaboration can build capacity within school buildings and also encourage practice sharing across 

                                                             
14 http://www.charlotteobserver.com/news/local/education/article30794277.html 
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schools with DTLs. If LIFT continues its DTL program into Year Five, there will be three cohorts of 

DTLs who can share innovative ideas with one another and their peers and also strategize about 

how to address common challenges..  

Parent & Community Engagement 

 Continue identifying innovative practices within LIFT and with CMS to augment support for 
student and families’ socio-emotional needs. This could include school-wide approaches (e.g. 

Parent Teacher Associations) as well as targeted supports for high-need youth and/or their 

families.  

Sustainability 

 As LIFT’s formal, large-scale funding ends, it will be important to communicate clearly with the 
range of stakeholders about what is coming next. Endings or perceived endings raise anxiety. 

Communication can be differentiated to address principals’, teachers’, parents’ and community 

members’ overlapping but also unique questions and concerns. It will be especially important to 

communicate about how LIFT and CMS plan to sustain the momentum, gains and specific programs 

of LIFT.  

B. Future Evaluation Activities 

This memo is the first of three memos on the Year Four evaluation. The second memo will focus on student 

outcomes, including attendance, behavioral and academic outcomes. The third memo will include 

quantitative and qualitative data on LIFT partners, including perceptions of the partnerships and outcomes 

of students served by LIFT partners.  

The Year Five evaluation will continue to focus on the initiative’s implementation of new strategies, 

maturation of existing strategies, and movement toward sustainability. In addition to speaking with LIFT 

staff, principals, and partners, RFA researchers will also interview LIFT teachers and parents’ about the 

initiative, including strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement. This additional input will provide a 

more nuanced view of how the community is perceiving Project LIFT’s implementation and impact. Similar 

to the Year Four evaluation, the implementation findings will be complemented by findings related to 

student outcomes and LIFT partners. 
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Appendix A. Key Project LIFT Partners for 2015-16, by Pillar 

TALENT PARTNERS 

Center for Transformative 

Teaching 

Provided No Nonsense Nurturing training to LIFT school staff as well as 

Real Time Teacher Coaching 

University of Virginia School 

Turnaround Program 

Worked with the school leadership teams and the zone office to build 

internal capacity necessary to support and sustain the school turnaround 

initiative 

Relay Graduate School of 

Education 

Provided professional development and leadership training for LIFT school 

administrators 

TNTP Worked with LIFT staff and schools to support implementation of new 

reading curriculum and enhanced instructional culture 

Resolve Talent Consulting Worked with Project LIFT to develop strategies to recruit, retain, and 

reward excellent teachers 

Kelso Communications Supported media, branding, outreach, and general public relations 

campaign 

TIME PARTNERS 

YMCA  Provided afterschool programming at McCrorey YMCA 

Youth Development 

Initiative  

Provided life skills, career training and mentoring for students at the LIFT 

Academy at WCHS 

Building Educated Leaders 

for Life (BELL) 

Provided summer academic support 

TECHNOLOGY PARTNERS 

Discovery Education Supported computer-based benchmark assessments for LIFT students 

PARENT AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PARTNERS 

Right Moves for Youth Provided weekly group meetings, mentoring and case management 

Communities in Schools Provided student academic and social-emotional support services for 

identified caseload 

WINGS Provided afterschool programming for K-6th graders that used a socio-

emotional skills curriculum 
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Appendix B. Qualitative Data Sources 

INTERVIEWS (Winter/Spring 2016) 

LIFT Learning Community Superintendent  

Executive Director of Strategic Planning & Evaluation 

Executive Director of Teaching & Learning 

Director of School Leadership 

Curriculum Coordinator 

Instructional Technology Facilitators (n=2) 

Community Engagement Coordinators (n=2) 

Executive Coordinator 

Learning Community Administrator 

MTSS Behavior Coach 

Literacy Specialist 

CMS Superintendent 

CMS Chief Academic Officer 

CMS Chief of School Performance 

CMS Chief Human Resources Officer 

Principals (n=9) 

LIFT Board Members (n=2) 

Human Capital Strategies Consultant 

LIFT partners (n=4) 

DOCUMENT REVIEW (Summer 2015 – Spring 2016) 

Project LIFT program documents 

Online media coverage 
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