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Instructional Coherence for 
Literacy:
Knox County Randomized Control Trial 
Demonstrates Stronger Growth, Better Alignment, 
and Teacher Support



Welcome!



Who is in our audience?



Agenda 

• Tennessee Context
• About Instructional Coherence
• Study Design
• Study Results
• Scale and Next Steps
• Q and A
• Application



Tennessee Context



2022-23: Aligning Supports



2022-23: Aligning Our Supports

HDT also called for a small 
group structure, but in this 
case, focused support on 
acceleration with HQIM 

because it was for 
students scoring between 
the 26th-40th percentile 
instead of the 1st-25th 

percentiles. 



The RCT builds upon earlier signals, providing 
evidence of impact.
• Observational data from cross-district high-dosage tutoring (HDT) network

• Students that would normally be slotted for intervention were exposed to instructionally 
coherent high-dosage tutoring



Instructional Coherence



While more TN students are proficient today than 
pre-pandemic, more students in lowest proficiency 
level.



What is instructional coherence?

“Instructional coherence means aligning 
instruction, content, and goals across all 
learning spaces—from core instruction to 

intervention and other academic 
supports—to ensure that all students 

engage in and are actively prepared for 
grade-level learning.”

-TNTP, Coherence By Design



Instructional coherence aligns intervention to 
core instruction.

Universal screeners identify students 
for additional intervention under 

Tennessee’s RTI2 framework.

Instructional Coherence:
When educational experiences 
(instruction, intervention, etc.) 

leverage the same materials, scope 
and sequence, routines, and 

progressions



Instructional Incoherence

KEY ELEMENT COHERENT INTERVENTION TRADITIONAL INTERVENTION
Materials High-quality instructional 

materials used in Tier I
Research-based materials; 
computer-based programming

Group Size Small group (ideally four) Small group (three to six, 
depending on tier)

Alignment Same scope and sequence, 
routines, progressions as core 
instruction

Often disconnected from core 
instruction

Student Experience Consistent and reinforcing Confusing and fragmented



Instructional Incoherence in Practice

• Universal Screener: Flags Jon for intervention, but doesn’t 
identify his specific needs

• Tier I: Jon reads The Phantom Toll Booth
• Intervention: Jon works on an adaptive computer program 

where he reads a below grade-level text about endangered 
species.

• Tutoring: Jon practices sight words pulled from the internet.
• Multilingual Support: Jon practices cause-and-effect in an 

article about the water cycle



2023-24: Investing in Coherence

$2M 
systemw ide 
purchase of 
aligned K-5 

materials for 
Tier 2 and 3

Implementatio
n pilot in 4 
schools to 
study and 
replicate 

promising 
practice

StartUp BuildUp SpiralUp Phonics - Series by Name

https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html
https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html
https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html
https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html
https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html
https://www.benchmarkeducation.com/all-series/startup-buildup-spiralup-phonics.html


Knox County’s Prior Intervention Model 

• Overly Broad Screeners
• Universal screeners were the primary tool used to flag students for 

intervention, which gave instructors little clarity about students’ actual 
needs.

• Misaligned Intervention Curriculum
• Each tier used a different program, meaning students—especially those who 

struggled most—were asked to learn yet another program (which didn’t align 
to Tier I).

• Limited Data and Collaboration
• Educators across tiers only had 30 minutes/month to collaborate and only 

oral reading fluency data to drive instructional decisions.



A Knox County Schools (KCS) pilot embraced 
three primary components.

1. Expanded their vision and commitment 
to research-backed early literacy 
instruction and use of high-quality 
instructional materials.

2. Implemented a more targeted data 
strategy to pinpoint student needs and 
create data-driven small groups.

3. Collected informal progress monitoring 
of data through a skills tracker, enabling 
educators to respond quickly to 
demonstrated student learning.



KCS expanded their vision 
for literacy instruction and 
commitment to research-
backed instruction. 

• Cast a vision to unify teachers, 
interventionalists, and leaders to a 
singular vision for advancing 
literacy

• Identified how schools and the 
district work together toward 
developing literacy 

• Explicitly detailed how high-
quality instructional materials will 
be utilized 



KCS implemented a more targeted data 
strategy, responding to student needs.

• Universal screeners 
identify which students 
need support but not 
why

• Using curriculum 
embedded 
assessments allowed 
KCS to sort students 
into groups that 
focused on specific 
skills



KCS integrated informal progress monitoring 
through a skills tracker.



Study Design



The KCS instructional coherence pilot featured 
a rigorous randomized control trial (RCT).



Between treatment and control groups, receiving 
instructional coherence was the key difference. 



Study Results



Key Findings

1.3
Additional months 

of learning*

1.8
Additional months 

of learning*

The lowest performing 
students averaged:

Students in coherent 
intervention groups 

averaged:

*compared to similarly performing peers in control intervention groups



Instructional coherence unlocks months of 
additional learning for students.
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Universal Screener
Higher-Performing Student on 
Universal Screener
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Female Students

Instructional Coherence Unlocks 
1.3 Months of Additional Learning (Dashed Line)

Additional months of learning achieved through utilizing an instructionally coherent approach to RTI2 interventions by student performance, sex, and length of tutoring session 

Data Source: Creating Coherence: Does Instructional Alignment Affect the Impact of Tutoring? EdWorkingPaper: 25-1332, Annenberg Institute at Brown University, 2025.

Data Note: The results visualized here were statistically significant for the following groups: overall effect (1.3 months of additional learning), low-performing students (1.8 months of 
additional learning), and students in 45-minute sessions (3.2 months of additional learning) at a significance level of p < 0.05. 



Through strong implementation, Pond Gap 
Elementary had uniquely strong learning gains. 

1.3

4.1

Overall Average
for Pilot Schools

Pond Gap
Elementary

Pond Gap Elementary more than tripled the average learning gains for students, 
unlocking 4.1 months of additional literacy gains.

Months of learning gained by the average student that experienced an instructionally coherent Tier II or Tier III intervention as compared to a student that received an instructionally 
distinct intervention for participating pilot schools overall and Pond Gap Elementary specifically

Data Source: Creating Coherence: Does Instructional Alignment Affect the Impact of Tutoring? EdWorkingPaper: 25-1332, Annenberg Institute at Brown University, 2025.

Data Note: The results visualized here were statistically significant for both pilot schools overall and Pond Gap Elementary specifically. These results were statistically significant at the 
p>0.05 and p>0.001. 

Months of Learning

Months of Learning



Instructional coherence grew students out of 
intervention. 

51%

25% 26%
32%

13%
19%

Needing a Tier II or
Tier III Intervention

Needing Tier II
Intervention

Needing Tier III
Intervention

2023-24
2024-25

Nearly a 40% reduction in the proportion of 
students needing intervention. 

Proportion of students needing a Tier II and/or Tier III literacy intervention at Pond Gap Elementary during the 2023-24 and 2024-25 academic years

Data Source: Creating Coherence: Does Instructional Alignment Affect the Impact of Tutoring? EdWorkingPaper: 25-1332, Annenberg Institute at Brown University, 2025.



Bright Spot: Pond Gap



Instructional coherence maximizes resources 
by aligning intervention to instruction. 

Students are flagged 
as needing an RTI2 
intervention 

Before coherence, 
separate curriculums 
are needed

After coherence, 
only one curriculum 
is necessary

3,755 KCS students 
in kindergarten 
through fifth-grade 
needed intervention 
during the 2024-25 
school year. 

During the 2024-25 
school year, KCS 
spent approximately 
$2 million on 
purchasing 
intervention 
materials.

KCS could have 
generated savings of 
approximately $530 
per student receiving 
intervention through 
instructional 
coherence.



The most effective intervention groups are instructionally 
coherent and strategically leverage resources.

Students made equal or greater learning gains when paraprofessionals and 
bachelor’s-level tutors used instructional coherence, even in larger groups. 

Details on how different configurations of instructional coherence delivery affected student learning.

Data Note: This visual captures the effect of how instructional coherence is delivered within the treated group. Results comparing tutors at the master’s and bachelor’s levels were 
statistically significant and positive when less resources were strategically utilized. The lack of a statistically significant difference between licensed teachers and paraprofessionals 
provides evidence that focusing licensed instructors on core instruction maximizes school resources. A lack of statistical difference between tutoring groups of three or fewer 
students and groups of four or five students suggests that getting tutoring group sizes down to five students is effective for creating learning gains.

Source: Creating Coherence: Does Instructional Alignment Affect the Impact of Tutoring, EdWorkingPaper: 25-1332, Annenberg Institute at Brown University, 2025.



Instructional coherence enjoys the support of 
both teachers and leaders. 

Percentage of teachers from the KCS pilot who preferred an instructionally coherent approach to RTI2 intervention as compared to an instructionally distinct approach

Data Note: Teachers could select multiple reasons for preferring an instructionally coherent approach to RTI2 interventions. Options included easier to implement (16 teachers), 
better alignment to Tier I instruction (14 teachers), more tailored to student needs (11 teachers), students are more engaged (nine teachers), and students achieve more growth 
(eight teachers). Percentages for easier implementation and better alignment were calculated using the 23 teachers who preferred instructional coherence.

Source: Teacher and Leader Perceptions Survey for KCS Instructional Coherence Pilot, TNTP, 2025.

Teachers preferred instructionally coherent interventions four-to-one, with a majority citing that 
instructional coherence is both easier to implement and aligns better with core instruction.



Teachers and leaders prefer an instructionally 
coherent approach to intervention.

“I really appreciate that the materials are 
aligned with Tier I … they are grounded in 

the science of reading and are 
noticeably more engaging for students. 

Additionally, the ability to target specific 
skills through the administration of the 

QSA/QPA has made our intervention 
efforts more focused and effective.”



What’s next?



Supporting Scale 

• Advocating for a change to our state’s RTI Manual to more 
explicitly encourage this practice

• Supporting more districts to design and pilot instructional 
coherence

• Knox County is expanding instructional coherence to additional 
grades and academic settings



Q and A



Application



Check for Coherence

Imagine a student in a school that is familiar to you. This student 
receives multiple different supports during the day, and you’re 
hoping to see if they are coherent. Work to create a template that 
includes:
1. An observable indicator statement: “We will know coherence 

is happening when ________.”
2. A data source: “We will look at ___________.”
3. A quality check: “A threat to validity could be _________, so we 

will mitigate it by _______.”



Share Out

• What would we need to see to believe this is real coherence?
• How could we monitor/measure implementation over time?



Materials for Download

Contact Information:
Courtney Bell: Courtney@tnscore.org
Dr. Erin Phillips: erin.phillips@knoxschools.org 

mailto:Courtney@tnscore.org
mailto:erin.phillips@knoxschools.org


Thank you!
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