Elevating Educational Excellence in St.
Louis: A Comprehensive Plan for
Transforming Youth Outcomes

Executive Summary

St. Louis, a city with a rich historical and cultural heritage, faces significant challenges
in providing equitable, high-quality education to its youth. With a complex landscape
of public, private, charter, and religious schools and persistent disparities in
educational outcomes along racial and socioeconomic lines, there is an urgent need
for a comprehensive, systemic approach to improving educational opportunities and
outcomes for all students.

This policy brief presents a multi-faceted plan for transforming youth education in St.
Louis, drawing on research, best practices, and the unique strengths and needs of the
local community. The plan encompasses five key pillars:

Pillar 1: Equitable Funding and Resource Allocation: Ensure that all schools,
regardless of type or location, have adequate funding and resources to support
student learning and well-being.

Pillar 2: High-Quality Instruction and Support: Invest in teacher recruitment,
development, and retention to ensure all students receive practical, culturally
responsive instruction and support services.

Pillar 3: Rigorous, Relevant Curriculum and Assessment: Implement a challenging,
engaging curriculum that prepares students for success in college, careers, and civic
life with authentic, performance-based assessments to measure student growth and
inform instruction.

Pillar 4: Collaborative Partnerships and Community Engagement: Foster strong
partnerships among schools, families, community organizations, and businesses to



support student learning and address out-of-school factors that impact educational
outcomes.

Pillar 5: Continuous Improvement and Accountability: Establish a robust system of
data collection, analysis, and reporting to track progress, identify areas for
improvement, and hold all stakeholders accountable for student success.

By addressing these interconnected domains through a coordinated, sustained effort,
St. Louis can create a world-class education system that unlocks the potential of all its
youth and positions the city for long-term prosperity and success.

Background

St. Louis has a long and complex history of educational inequality, shaped by factors
such as racial segregation, economic disinvestment, and fragmented governance
structures. Despite the landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, which
declared segregated schools unconstitutional, St. Louis schools remained primarily
segregated due to discriminatory housing policies and white flight to suburban
districts (Gordon, 2015). Today, the city's public school system serves a
predominantly African American and low-income student population, with persistent
achievement gaps and resource disparities compared to more affluent, predominantly
white districts in the region (Tate et al., 2014).

In addition to traditional public schools, St. Louis has diverse educational options,
including magnet, charter, private, and religious schools. While these options give
families choices, they also contribute to a fragmented and inequitable system, with
uneven access to quality instruction, facilities, and support services (Robertson,
2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has further exacerbated these disparities,
disproportionately impacting low-income communities of color and widening
achievement gaps (Kozol, 2021).

Despite these challenges, St. Louis has significant assets and opportunities to build
upon. The city has a rich African American education and leadership tradition, from
the historic Sumner High School, the first African American high school west of the
Mississippi, to the legacy of scholars and activists like Margaret Bush Wilson and Julia
Davis (Dowden-White, 2011). St. Louis is also home to world-class cultural and



educational institutions, such as the Missouri History Museum, the Saint Louis Art
Museum, and Washington University, which offer resources and partnerships to
enhance student learning (Sandweiss, 2021).

Moreover, promising models and initiatives are underway in St. Louis to improve
educational outcomes and equity. For example, the St. Louis Public Schools (SLPS)
district has implemented a comprehensive school improvement plan focusing on
equity, social-emotional learning, and college and career readiness (SLPS, 2023). The
city has also seen growth in high-performing charter schools, such as KIPP St. Louis
and City Garden Montessori School, which have demonstrated strong results for
students from disadvantaged backgrounds (MCPSA, 2023).

Building on these strengths and lessons learned, the following plan offers a roadmap
for systemic, sustained improvement in educational outcomes for all youth in St.
Louis.

Pillar 1: Equitable Funding and Resource Allocation

A critical foundation for educational excellence is ensuring that all schools can access
equitable funding and resources to support student learning and well-being.
Historically, school funding in St. Louis has been marked by significant disparities,
with schools serving predominantly low-income and minority students receiving less
funding and resources than those serving more affluent white students (Tate et al.,
2014). Addressing these disparities will require a multi-pronged approach:

1.1 Advocate for increased state and federal funding for high-needs schools, including
fully funding the Missouri Foundation Formula and increasing Title | allocations for
schools serving low-income students (Belsha, 2022).

1.2 Explore local revenue options, such as property tax levies or philanthropic
partnerships, to generate additional funding for underserved schools and communities
(Malkus, 2018).

1.3 Conduct a comprehensive equity audit of district and school-level resource
allocation, including funding, staffing, facilities, and technology, to identify and



address disparities (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,
2019).

1.4 Implement a weighted student funding formula that allocates resources based on
student needs, such as poverty, English language learner status, and special
education services (Levin et al., 2019).

1.5 Provide technical assistance and support to help schools manage and utilize
resources to support student learning, such as strategic budgeting, data-driven
decision-making, and community partnerships (Travers & Catallo, 2015).

St. Louis can create a more level playing field for student success and address
longstanding educational opportunities inequity by ensuring all schools have the
resources to provide a high-quality education.

Pillar 2: High-Quality Instruction and Support

Research consistently shows that teacher quality is the most important in-school

factor influencing student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000). Ensuring that all
students have access to culturally responsive instruction and support services will
require significant investments in teacher recruitment, development, and retention:

2.1 Develop a comprehensive teacher recruitment and retention strategy to attract and
retain diverse, highly qualified educators in high-needs schools and subject areas
(Carver-Thomas, 2018). This may include initiatives such as:

- Competitive compensation and benefits packages

- Teacher residency and grow-your-own programs to recruit and train local talent

- Supportive working conditions, such as smaller class sizes, planning time, and
leadership opportunities

- Incentives for teaching in high-needs schools, such as loan forgiveness or housing
assistance

2.2 Provide ongoing, job-embedded professional development for all educators,
aligned with district and school improvement goals (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
This may include:

- Instructional coaching and mentoring



- Professional learning communities

- Workshops and trainings on evidence-based practices, such as differentiated
instruction, culturally responsive pedagogy, and trauma-informed care

- Release time for peer observations and collaboration

2.3 Implement a comprehensive teacher evaluation and support system that includes
multiple measures of effectiveness, such as classroom observations, student growth
data, and student and parent feedback (Jackson et al., 2014).

2.4 Provide targeted support and resources for students with additional needs, such
as English language learners, students with disabilities, and gifted and talented
students (National Association for Gifted Children, n.d.; U.S. Department of Education,
2016). This may include:

- Specialized instructional materials and technology

- Additional staffing, such as special education teachers, paraprofessionals, and
counselors

- Collaborative planning time for general and special education teachers

- Family engagement and support services

2.5 Invest in school leadership development to build capacity for instructional
leadership, data-driven decision-making, and continuous improvement (Herman et al.,
2017). This may include:

- Leadership coaching and mentoring

- Principal residency and apprenticeship programs

- Professional development on topics such as instructional supervision, equity
leadership, and change management

By investing in developing and supporting high-quality educators, St. Louis can
ensure that all students have access to the instruction and support they need to
succeed academically and socially.

Pillar 3: Rigorous, Relevant Curriculum and Assessment

To prepare students for success in the 21st century, St. Louis schools must provide a
challenging, engaging curriculum aligned with college and career readiness standards
and relevant to students' lives and interests. This will require a shift towards more



project-based, interdisciplinary learning experiences that foster critical thinking,
creativity, and problem-solving skills (Vander Ark, 2018). Key strategies may include:

3.1 Adopt and implement high-quality, culturally relevant instructional materials and
assessments that are aligned with state and national standards, such as the Missouri
Learning Standards and the Common Core State Standards (Missouri Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education, 2022; National Governors Association Center
for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010).

3.2 Expand access to advanced coursework and enrichment opportunities, such as
Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, dual enrollment, and STEM
programs, particularly for underrepresented student groups (ExcelinEd, 2018; U.S.
Department of Education, 2021).

3.3 Integrate project-based and experiential learning opportunities that allow students
to apply their knowledge and skills to real-world problems and contexts (Lathram et
al., 2016). This may include:

- Community-based service learning projects

- Work-based learning experiences, such as internships and apprenticeships

- Maker spaces and design thinking labs

- Field trips and cultural exchanges

3.4 Implement a balanced assessment system that includes formative, interim, and
summative assessments to measure student growth and inform instruction (Marion,
2020). This may include:

- Performance-based assessments, such as portfolios, exhibitions, and capstone
projects

- Adaptive, personalized learning assessments that adjust to student's needs and
abilities

- Collaborative data analysis and planning sessions for teachers to review
assessment results and plan responsive instruction

3.5 Provide professional development and support for teachers to implement new
curricula and assessments effectively through instructional coaching, peer
observations, and collaborative planning time (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).



St. Louis schools can engage and challenge all students to develop the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions they need for lifelong learning and success by providing a
rigorous, relevant curriculum and assessment system.

Pillar 4: Collaborative Partnerships and Community
Engagement

Education is a shared responsibility, and schools cannot address the complex
challenges facing St. Louis youth alone. Building strong partnerships and community
engagement is essential for creating a supportive ecosystem for student learning and
development (Epstein, 2010). Key strategies may include:

4.1 Establish a district-level office or department focused on community engagement
and partnerships, with dedicated staff and resources to support school-level efforts
(Polin & Keene, 2010).

4.2 Develop a comprehensive family engagement plan that includes regular
communication, home visits, parent-teacher conferences, and family learning events
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). This may also include:

- Parent leadership and advocacy training programs

- Family resource centers that provide access to social services, adult education, and
job training

- Translation and interpretation services for non-English speaking families

4.3 Partner with community-based organizations, such as afterschool programs,
health clinics, mental health providers, and social service agencies, to provide
wraparound support and enrichment opportunities for students and families (Oakes et
al., 2017).

4.4 Collaborate with local businesses and industries to provide work-based learning
opportunities, such as internships, apprenticeships, and career mentoring programs
(Alfeld et al., 2013).



4.5 Engage in joint advocacy and policy efforts with community partners to address
systemic educational equity and opportunity barriers, such as housing, healthcare,
transportation, and economic development (Cohen & Schuchter, 2013).

By building collaborative partnerships and engaging the community, St. Louis schools
can tap into a wealth of resources and expertise to support student learning and
well-being inside and outside the classroom.

Pillar 5: Continuous Improvement and Accountability

To ensure that St. Louis schools are making progress toward educational excellence
and equity, it is essential to establish a robust system of continuous improvement and
accountability. This requires collecting and analyzing multiple forms of data to identify
areas of strength and opportunity, setting measurable goals for improvement, and
monitoring progress over time (Bryk et al., 2015). Key strategies may include:

5.1 Develop a comprehensive data management system that integrates data from
multiple sources, such as student information systems, assessment platforms, and
teacher observation tools, to provide a holistic view of student and school
performance (Data Quality Campaign, 2016).

5.2 Establish a district-level research and evaluation team to conduct ongoing
analyses of student outcomes, program effectiveness, and resource allocation and to
provide actionable insights to school leaders and policymakers (Tulsa Public Schools,
n.d.).

5.3 Set ambitious, achievable goals for student outcomes, such as graduation rates,
college and career readiness, and achievement gaps, and regularly report progress to
the community (Denver Public Schools, n.d.).

5.4 Implement a school quality framework that includes multiple measures of school
performance, such as student growth, school climate, and family engagement, and

provides differentiated support and accountability based on school needs (Chicago

Public Schools, 2022).



5.5 Foster a culture of continuous improvement by providing training and support for
school leaders and teachers to engage in cycles of inquiry, data analysis, and action
planning (Bryk et al., 2015).

5.6 Engage students, families, and community members in continuous improvement
through regular surveys, focus groups, and school performance data public reporting
(Poway Unified School District, 2022).

Establishing a robust, continuous improvement and accountability system can ensure
that St. Louis schools are progressing toward their goals and that all stakeholders are
working together to support student success.

Conclusion

Transforming youth education in St. Louis will require a sustained, collaborative effort
from all stakeholders, including schools, families, community organizations,
businesses, and policymakers. The comprehensive plan outlined in this policy brief
provides a roadmap for addressing St. Louis schools' complex challenges and
creating a more equitable, excellent education system for all students.

By investing in equitable funding and resources, high-quality instruction and support,
rigorous and relevant curriculum and assessment, collaborative partnerships and
community engagement, and continuous improvement and accountability, St. Louis
can build on its strengths and assets to create a world-class education system that
prepares all students for success in college, careers, and life.

Implementing this plan will require significant time, resources, and political
investments. However, the potential benefits are enormous for individual students and
families and the entire St. Louis community. A robust and equitable education system
is essential for economic growth, social mobility, and civic engagement. It can help
break the cycle of poverty and inequality that has persisted for too long in St. Louis.

It is time for bold, collaborative action to transform youth education in St. Louis and
create a brighter future for all. By working together towards this shared vision, we can
ensure that every child in St. Louis has access to the high-quality education they need
and deserve.
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