




Understanding
ESSA Evidence

Educators search for high-quality research and evidence-based interventions to
strengthen grant applications, to support comprehensive and targeted schools, or
to implement new programming in their schools. Evidence requirements under
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) are designed to ensure that states,
districts, and schools can identify programs, practices, products, and policies that
work across various populations.
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Study Smart Tutors High-Dosage Tutoring 
Foundational Research Paper 
One-liner Product Summary  

Study Smart Tutors offers an in-person, high-dosage tutoring program that leverages high-quality 
tutor preparation, strong tutor to student relationships, and effective progress monitoring to help 
K–12 students accelerate learning outcomes.  

Outline 
I. How Can This Research Foundations Paper Be Used? 
II. Key Points 
III. What is Study Smart Tutors’ High-Dosage Tutoring Program? 
IV. Study Smart Tutors High-Dosage Tutoring Program Logic Model 
V. The Goal of Study Smart Tutors High-Dosage Tutoring Program  

A. Program Components: Trained tutors with ongoing support, stable tutor-student 
relationships and thoughtful matching,  standards-aligned curriculum materials, 
and data-driven progress monitoring 

B. Short-Term Outcomes: Improved tutor instructional capacity, student skill mastery 
and confidence, and program fidelity across sites 

C. Long-Term Outcomes: Educational equity through targeted instruction, student 
development of literacy/numeracy and agency, and systemic adoption of 
evidence-based practices 

VI. How Does Study Smart Tutors’ High-Dosage Tutoring Program Help Students Learn?  
A. Quality Tutor Preparation: Systematic recruitment, comprehensive preservice 

training, ongoing coaching, and curriculum-embedded instructional support 
B. Relationship-Based Learning: Consistent pairing, holistic matching, 

relationship-building training, and structured peer interactions 
C. Progress Monitoring:  Three-phase formal assessments, curriculum-integrated 

formative assessments, and centralized data tracking through Presentify and 
integrated dashboarding. 

VII. Ready to Improve Your Students’ Academic Achievement and Confidence? 
VIII. References 
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How Can This Research Foundations Paper Be Used? 

This foundational research paper aims to explain the innovative strategies, pedagogical 
approaches, and empirical evidence that inform the design of Study Smart Tutors’ high-dosage 
tutoring program. This paper answers, “How was research used to create Study Smart Tutors?” by 
narratively describing the program’s theory of action. The program components and its intended 
outcomes are framed in a logic model required as part of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). 
While the details of what is required for each federal funding program are slightly different 
(Non-Regulatory Guidance document), the information in this document should satisfy the 
requirements for “demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality research findings or positive 
evaluation that such activity, strategy, or intervention is likely to improve student outcomes or 
other relevant outcomes; and includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of such activity, 
strategy, or intervention.” Each section in this paper details how Study Smart Tutors’ high-dosage 
tutoring program engages students in learning, deepens their understanding of targeted ELA and 
math standards, transfers and extends these concepts and strategies to grade-level proficiency 
and real-world application, and strengthens students’ ownership of their learning through 
metacognitive skills, academic confidence, and agency.  

What is High-Dosage Tutoring and Why Does it Matter?  

The organizational principle “Educational Opportunity Matters” drives Study Smart Tutors' mission 
to provide high-quality educational services that create pathways for student success. Since 
2009, Study Smart Tutors has worked to address persistent gaps in program accountability, tutor 
preparation, and evidence-based design within the tutoring landscape. 

In-person, high-impact tutoring represents one of Study Smart Tutors' core service offerings. 
Tutoring cycles are designed in collaboration with schools and districts to support students in 
grades K–12 who require intensive academic support. The program combines trained, 
community-aligned tutors with standards-based curriculum, relationship-centered instruction, and 
systematic progress monitoring. By delivering tutoring primarily in-person, Study Smart Tutors 
eliminates common barriers such as transportation challenges, 
scheduling conflicts, and inequitable access to technology. The 
program emphasizes frequent sessions, small group sizes, relationship 
continuity, and data-driven instruction—all characteristics that research 
identifies as essential to effective tutoring (Nickow et al., 2020). 

Study Smart Tutors has aligned their program with the Design 
Principles for Accelerating Student Learning with High-Impact Tutoring 
established by EdResearch for Action at the Annenberg Institute at 
Brown University.  Additionally, Study Smart Tutors earned the National 
Student Support Accelerator (NSSA) Tutoring Program Design Badge, 
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which emphasizes its research-aligned approach to tutor quality, instructional focus, 
relationship-building, curriculum selection, and progress measurement.  

How Does Study Smart Tutors’ High-Dosage Tutoring Help Students 
Learn?  

Tutor Quality, Training, and Ongoing Support  

Why does tutor quality, training, and ongoing support matter? 

Meta-analytic findings demonstrate 
that tutor quality is one of the most 
significant predictors of student 
outcomes in tutoring programs. 
Programs that employ experienced, 
trained tutors produce significantly 
stronger student outcomes than those 
relying on minimally trained 
volunteers (Nickow et al., 2020). 
Beyond initial training, ongoing 
coaching represents another critical 
component of tutor quality. Kraft and 
Blazar (2017) found that individualized coaching significantly improved instructional practice, with 
improvements translating into student achievement gains. Additionally, recent work on tutoring at 
scale underscores the importance of systematic training, consistent implementation, and ongoing 
quality monitoring as programs expand (Kraft et al., 2024). 

Summary 

Study Smart Tutors is designed to ensure tutor quality through systematic recruitment, 
comprehensive preparation, and sustained professional support. The program recruits tutors who 
hold a Bachelor's degree at minimum and prioritizes candidates with backgrounds in education 
or student support services. All tutors complete thorough preservice training that includes both 
asynchronous coursework and live training components that ensure tutors develop their 
theoretical understanding and practical skills before working with students. Following initial 
training, Program Managers provide structured ongoing support, maintaining consistent contact 
through regular check-ins, conducting structured observations using observation guides, and 
providing individualized coaching based on observation data. The observation guides are 
survey-based and include questions regarding the tutor’s professional presentation, their 
demonstrated expertise of the content, level of engagement in the session, and specific 
instructional strategies used. As part of the observation guide, Program Managers also use a 
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corresponding rubric when observing tutors lead a session. Structured observation protocols that 
focus on specific instructional practices lead to more effective coaching than unstructured 
observations (Kraft & Blazar, 2017). These structured observations and coaching sessions happen 
at the beginning, middle, and end of a tutoring cycle. This ongoing support cycle ensures tutors 
continue to grow their skills throughout the program, consistent with research demonstrating that 
sustained coaching produces stronger outcomes than one-time training (Kraft & Blazar, 2017). 

Deep Dive 

Study Smart Tutors serves as a comprehensive tutor development and support system by 
providing tutors with multiple layers of preparation and guidance. 

Preservice Training 

Training covers the high-dosage tutoring model and standards-aligned curriculum implementation 
as well as formative assessment techniques to check for understanding during each tutoring 
session and throughout the cycle. Tutors learn how to build predictable routines and implement 
strengths-based language, which research shows helps support students who have experienced 
adversity (Thomas et al., 2019). Preservice training also covers cultural awareness, which is 
consistent with research regarding the 
creation of learning environments that 
include and honor all diverse student 
identities (Santamaria, 2009).  

Tutors also learn to support students in 
developing metacognition — the ability to 
think about their own thinking and learning 
processes. When students develop 
metacognitive skills, they become better 
able to plan their approach to tasks, monitor 
their understanding during learning, and 
evaluate their performance going forward 
(Panadero et al., 2017). Training includes 
peer-to-peer collaboration strategies that structure productive group learning (Bransford et al., 
2001), with tutors deepening their understanding through embedded collaboration strategies in 
the daily curriculum. 

Additionally, tutors receive training in data collection protocols, learning to use Presentify, the 
organization's centralized tracking system, to document session data systematically. 
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Continuous Professional Development  

Following initial training, Program Managers are present on tutors’ first day on site and provide 
structured ongoing support to tutors. They maintain consistent contact through regular check-in 
calls to discuss challenges and successes and conduct structured observations. 

Tutors have access to an online portal where they can connect with one another and share 
successful strategies. They can also communicate with other educators and Program Managers 
through monitored chat channels. These structures create communities of practice where tutors 
learn from peers and access support when they need it, aligning to research showing that peer 
collaboration strengthens instructional practice and educator effectiveness (Kraft & Blazar, 2017). 

Curriculum-Embedded Instructional Support 

The program's commitment to tutor preparation is also evident throughout its instructional 
materials. Study Smart Tutors utilizes a comprehensive curriculum system that aligns with the 
standards and frameworks of the states in which they operate. The curriculum is built on clear, 
research-based academic benchmarks and readily adapts to meet state-specific requirements. 
Materials are designed to be rigorous, inclusive, and accessible for tutors and students. Each 
lesson follows a structured format–Warm-Up, Direct Instruction, Guided Practice, Independent 
Practice, Exit Ticket – informed by Rosenshine's (2012) synthesis of effective teaching practices. 
This sequence builds in checks for understanding and ensures that new content is explicitly 
taught before students practice independently, with scaffolding gradually removed as students 
demonstrate readiness (Rosenshine, 2012). 

The Study Smart Tutors curriculum embeds the evidence-based practices tutors learn during 
training. Think-Pair-Share activities increase student engagement by providing wait time for 
processing and opportunities for peer discussion (Rosenshine, 2012; Skinner et al., 2008). 
Students construct knowledge through dialogue and by articulating their reasoning to others 
(Bransford et al., 2001). Sentence stems like “First, I noticed that…” function as metacognitive 
scaffolds that help students verbalize thought processes, strengthening both content 
understanding and self-regulated learning (Panadero et al., 2017). 

As seen in the example image, Grade 5 ELA instructor editions of curriculum materials provide 
explicit step-by-step guidance to support student learning. Materials include prompts to help 
students access prior knowledge, explicit instruction that clearly defines key terms, think-aloud 
modeling, guided practice with scaffolded support, tutor tips providing implementation guidance, 
sentence frames for multilingual learners, common mistake anticipation, and differentiation 
extensions. Emphasizing an asset-based approach and using empowering instructional language 
supports students’ holistic development and helps build motivation for further learning 
(Murray-Orr & Mitton, 2023). Curriculum materials demonstrate strengths-based instruction 
throughout, with language emphasizing student capability and growth.  
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Relationship-Based Learning 

Why does relationship-based learning matter? 

Positive relationships are critical to tutoring effectiveness, but rapport alone is insufficient. 
Research demonstrates that strong tutor-student relationships predict academic success through 
increased engagement and sustained effort, but only when paired with structured, goal-directed 
instruction (Lyons et al., 2018). Mentoring programs emphasizing emotional closeness without 
academic focus showed weaker achievement outcomes (Lyons et al., 2018).  

The National Student Support Accelerator's synthesis of large-scale tutoring research 
emphasizes that relational trust is central to effective high-dosage tutoring. Strong, positive 
tutor-student relationships improve attendance, increase engagement, and enhance students' 
responsiveness to feedback (Robinson & Loeb, 2021). Students who experience strong 
relationships with their tutors show greater willingness to take academic risks, persist through 
challenges, and engage more deeply with learning (Lyons et al., 2018). Robinson and Loeb (2021) 
emphasize that consistent attendance is essential for building sustained tutor-student 
relationships that drive academic gains. Recent experimental evidence further demonstrates that 
in-person delivery supports higher attendance rates and stronger tutor-reported relationships 
with students (Hashim et al., 2025). 

Summary 

Study Smart Tutors is designed to build and sustain strong tutor-student relationships through 
consistent pairing, thoughtful matching, and relationship-centered training. The program matches 
students with the same tutor 
throughout their 10–12 week 
tutoring cycle, with tutor 
changes made only when 
essential and managed with 
careful coordination to 
minimize disruption.  Sessions 
are delivered in small groups 
with a recommended 
maximum ratio of 1:4 and 
occur in-person at school. 

Deep Dive 

Study Smart Tutors serves as a relationship-centered instructional system by providing students 
and tutors with structures that prioritize relational trust alongside academic focus. 
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Relationship-Building Training 

Tutors receive comprehensive training in relationship-building practices. This training equips 
tutors with holistic development awareness that teaches tutors to recognize and respond to 
student emotions with empathy, establish safe environments through active listening, and build 
consistent routines. Training also addresses trauma-informed approaches, teaching tutors to 
recognize signs of trauma, use strength-based mindsets focusing on student growth, and avoid 
deficit-based language (Thomas et al., 2019). 

Structured Peer Interactions 

Study Smart Tutors supports relationship-building through structured peer interactions embedded 
in each tutoring session. Think-Pair-Share activities and collaborative problem-solving create 
opportunities for students to engage with peers in academically focused ways. Culturally 
responsive instruction validates students’ cultural identities while affirming lived experiences in 
academic content and creating conditions where students feel capable of success (Santamaria, 
2009).  

Progress Monitoring  

Why does progress monitoring matter? 

Research on effective progress monitoring demonstrates that assessment systems improve 
student outcomes when they provide reliable measurement, remain practical for regular use, and 
actively inform instructional adjustments (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001). In addition to collecting data, 
tutors must receive structured support to accurately interpret results and translate findings into 
responsive teaching. Feedback can be one of the most powerful influences on learning when it is 
timely, specific, and addresses three critical questions: What are my goals? How am I 
progressing? What should I focus on next? (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). When students receive this 
type of targeted feedback, they develop self-assessment capabilities and self-regulated learning 
skills that extend beyond individual tutoring sessions (Wisniewski et al., 2020; Panadero et al., 
2017). 

Summary 

Study Smart Tutors is designed to systematically monitor student progress and use assessment 
data to inform instructional decisions throughout the tutoring cycle. The program embeds 
progress monitoring through formal assessment cycles at three strategic checkpoints and regular 
formative assessments integrated into daily instruction. Formative assessments in daily 
instruction include guided practice, which helps tutors check for students’ understanding and  
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respond accordingly, and exit tickets, which give a quick insight into students’ takeaway 
understanding from the lesson (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Tutors 
input all data into Presentify, the program's centralized tracking 
system, which organizes information into visual representations 
showing progress over time. At each cycle's conclusion, 
program staff synthesize site-specific data into comprehensive 
reports presented to partner schools, creating opportunities for 
collaborative reflection about what worked well, which students 
require continued support, and how future cycles might be 
strengthened. 

Deep Dive 

Study Smart Tutors serves as a comprehensive data-driven instructional system by providing 
tutors with assessment tools, tracking infrastructure, and interpretive support that translate 
student performance data into responsive teaching. 

Assessment Cycles 

The formal assessment structure includes three strategic checkpoints. At the beginning of a 
tutoring cycle, tutors administer standards-aligned assessments to determine two important 
baselines: students' performance on grade-level content and their “true level,” which is the point 
where students can work with appropriate challenge and support. Students performing below 
grade-level expectations are assessed at progressively less complex levels until they reach 
content where they are successful. This process identifies a realistic starting point for instruction 
while keeping grade-level standards as the target destination. 

Mid-cycle, typically during weeks 5–7, tutors administer assessments focused on specific 
standards addressed during instruction. To be effective and useful, individuals who administer 
formative assessments need an adequate knowledge base and the support of instructional 
guides and materials (Bennett, 2011). To ensure that tutors are well-equipped to both administer 
and reflect on assessments, Program Managers review assessment results collaboratively with 
tutors.  In these collaborative meetings, tutors evaluate whether students are progressing as 
expected, whether instructional groupings need adjustment, and whether particular students 
require added support. At the end of a tutoring cycle, students complete assessments at both 
their initial instructional level and their enrolled grade level, providing evidence of skill mastery 
and movement toward grade-level proficiency. 

Curriculum-Integrated Formative Assessments 

In between formal assessment points, tutors gather evidence of student understanding through 
curriculum-integrated formative assessments. Research on effective teaching practices 
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emphasizes that strategies such as involving students in regular and guided review as well as 
monitoring students as they begin to work independently can increase student engagement and 
learning outcomes (Rosenshine, 2012). During guided instruction, tutors use strategic questioning 
to surface student thinking in real time, identifying confusion or misconceptions as they emerge. 
Brief tasks at the end of each lesson allow tutors to gauge whether students grasped the day's 
learning objective. When students work independently, tutors analyze responses for accuracy as 
well as for error patterns that reveal underlying gaps in thinking. Checking for understanding is a 
critical way to identify misconceptions early on and inform further instruction (Fisher & Frey, 2014). 
Upper-grade students complete applied tasks that require them to synthesize learning across 
multiple sessions and reflect on their problem-solving approaches. These varied formative 
practices create many opportunities for tutors to understand student thinking and adjust 
instruction accordingly.  

Centralized Data Tracking and Reporting 

Tutors input all data (formal assessments, formative observations, attendance patterns, and 
engagement) into Presentify, the program's centralized tracking system. Tutors document when 
students attend, how long each session lasts, how engaged students appear during instruction, 
and how students perform on specific standards. Presentify organizes this information into visual 
representations showing progress over time, allowing tutors to identify trends quickly. Site 
stakeholder dashboards attached to Presentify data extend access to school partners in order to 
provide real-time transparency into student progress, with family dashboards under development. 

At the end of each cycle, program staff use Presentify to synthesize site-specific data into 
comprehensive reports presented to partner schools. These reports compare growth from the 
beginning to end of a tutoring cycle, highlight attendance and participation patterns, incorporate 
tutor observations, and include feedback from families collected through surveys. This systematic 
data sharing creates opportunities for collaborative reflection between Study Smart Tutors staff 
and school partners about what worked well, which students require continued support, and how 
future cycles might be strengthened. Program leadership analyzes patterns across sites to 
identify effective instructional approaches and refine tutor training accordingly, ensuring that data 
informs not just individual student instruction but continuous program improvement (Fuchs & 
Fuchs, 2001). 

Conclusion 

Study Smart Tutors is an in-person high-impact tutoring approach to accelerating student 
learning, focusing on tutor preparation and ongoing support, relationship-centered program 
design, and comprehensive progress monitoring. 
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The program addresses tutor quality and preparation through intensive training, sustained 
coaching, and continuous professional development. Stable tutor-student pairings, thoughtful 
matching processes, and relationship-building training create conditions for relational trust that is 
central to engagement and learning. By using a three-phase assessment system paired with 
continuous formative practices, Study Smart Tutors actively uses data to inform future instruction.  

As the field of high-impact tutoring continues to expand, it becomes increasingly important to 
understand which program features most effectively support student learning. Study Smart Tutors 
plans to contribute to this growing evidence base through efficacy research examining program 
outcomes across diverse student populations and school contexts. Through its integration of 
research-based practices in tutor quality, relationship development, and data-driven instruction, 
Study Smart Tutors demonstrates a coherent model grounded in learning science with a mission 
to advance educational opportunity for all students. 
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Ready to Improve Your Students’ Academic Achievement and Confidence? 

Use these questions to reflect on your current practice, considering the research featured in this 
paper. 

❖ How do you currently provide intensive, small group academic support to your struggling 
students? 

❖ Are your students engaged in interactive and motivating activities that build confidence, 
peer collaboration, and ELA and math skills? 

❖ Do your lessons provide an efficient way to help students access grade-level standards 
while meeting them at their true instructional level? 

❖ How do you monitor student progress in targeted ELA and math standards when they are 
learning through tutoring or supplemental instruction? 

❖ Are your students demonstrating deep knowledge in the specific standards you are 
targeting?  

❖ Are your students provided with clear feedback and support to develop metacognitive 
skills, self-assessment capabilities, and academic agency? 

❖ Do your students have opportunities to practice their literacy and numeracy skills across 
various contexts? 
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