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tortor odio. Ut est velit, dapibus in ultrices sed, 
condimentum molestie neque. Cras blandit consequat 
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sed dui justo. Aenean dignissim laoreet lobortis.

Nulla pharetra, justo eget sodales eleifend, dolor 
neque euismod orci, sed molestie ligula nibh ac turpis. 
Nunc rutrum est at ipsum mattis hendrerit. Suspendisse 
vel felis et odio euismod vulputate. Sed non pulvinar 
odio. Integer id tortor cursus, hendrerit dolor sed, rutrum 
elit. Aenean ac pretium nibh. Sed eros tellus, pulvinar at 
fermentum sit amet, tempor et nibh.

Aliquam id risus et elit aliquet mattis sit amet at est. 
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Breakthrough Collaborative supports motivated students from under-resourced and traditionally underrepresented 
communities on their path to college by providing summer programs and year-round support. Based on a foundation 
of “high expectations and high support,” Breakthrough students commit to being part of the program for six years 
from middle school through high school. Instruction in Breakthrough programs is provided by undergraduates recruited 
from colleges and universities across the nation. These teachers receive training and are mentored by experienced 
education professionals, making Breakthrough the largest pre-professional teacher training program in the nation, 
preparing undergraduates from all majors for careers in the classroom. 

BREAKTHROUGH HAS SERVED18,000 K-12 STUDENTS 
AND TRAINED 8,700 TEACHING FELLOWS SINCE 2010 
Breakthrough students are diverse: 96 percent identify as a person of color, and 77 percent receive free or reduced 
price lunch subsidies. Students who participate in Breakthrough are 50 percent more likely to directly enroll in a 
four-year college or university than high school graduates nationwide, regardless of socio-economic background.  
Three-quarters (75%) of Breakthrough students are the first in their families to go to college. Once they enroll, they 
graduate at the same rate as their high-income peers. Breakthrough teachers, known as teaching fellows, also come 
from diverse backgrounds: 76 percent identify as a person of color, 49 percent demonstrate financial need, and 47 
percent are the first member of their families to attend college. 

WITH MORE THAN FOUR DECADES OF SUCCESS 
IN CLOSING THE OPPORTUNITY GAP FOR UNDER-RESOURCED STUDENTS, 
BREAKTHROUGH IS A NATIONAL LEADER IN EDUCATIONAL EQUITY.

In the spring of 2020, in response to COVID-19, Breakthrough’s 24 affiliates embarked on an unprecedented, 
network-wide mobilization to develop a digital ecosystem that could provide meaningful academic and social-
emotional support for thousands of students across the country. Given widely held conventional wisdom about the 
limitations of virtual learning, there was little certainty that Breakthrough’s high-energy, fun-filled, relationship-based 
summer program could be effectively translated to a remote environment. However, once underway, it became clear 
that community building, teaching, and learning can be successful online with the right resources and planning. 

This report, the first in a series that will share findings from Breakthrough’s summer experiences, focuses on            

SIX STRATEGIES TO BEST ENGAGE STUDENTS DURING VIRTUAL LEARNING. Data from this 
paper are primarily sourced from interviews, focus groups, and surveys from students, teachers, and affiliate leaders 
conducted in August and September 2020. We hope the learnings chronicled in this paper provide useful examples 
that can be employed by schools and other programs. A second paper focused on mobilizing college-age teaching 
fellows, a key success factor in student learning, will be available in early 2021. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1  Data from internal Breakthrough research PUT CITATION HERE FOR THESE DATA INCLUDING THE SOURCE FOR THE NATIONAL COMPARISON.
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The experiences of Breakthrough Collaborative’s affiliates during the summer of 2020 demonstrate that with focused 
planning and continuous stakeholder input, traditionally in-person activities — even those highly dependent on 
human connections — can be transformed into meaningful virtual experiences for middle and high school students. 
Breakthrough teaching staff used a variety of strategies to re-imagine the Breakthrough summer learning program and 
offer the following transferable “lessons learned” to other educators:

STRATEGY 1: BELIEVE THAT ONLINE LEARNING IS POSSIBLE. 
Success in online learning starts with high expectations on the part of administrators and teachers — expectations that 
staff can be effective teachers in a virtual setting, and expectations that students will engage, rise to the challenge, 
and learn despite the new format. 

STRATEGY 2: BE FLEXIBLE IN TRANSLATING PROGRAMS TO ONLINE FORMATS. 
Reinventing in-person programming for an online setting requires creativity and flexibility. In adjusting the program’s 
format, Breakthrough staff members were open to all possible changes including altering time devoted to material, 
swapping or modifying staff roles, and changing the curriculum from subject-specific to project-based learning. 
Redesigning for online learning is not a “once and done” exercise. Programs were continuously reassessed throughout 
the summer as staff members solicited feedback from students, staff, and families, and adjustments made to  class 
schedules and activities as needed. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

6 STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL ONLINE

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT

KEY FINDINGS

1. BELIEVE THAT ONLINE LEARNING IS POSSIBLE.

2. BE FLEXIBLE IN TRANSLATING PROGRAMS TO ONLINE FORMATS.

3. CREATE SAFE-SPACES IN SMALL AND LARGE GROUPS TO BUILD RELATIONSHIPS.

4. PRIORITIZE CONNECTIONS WITH FAMILIES.

5. DEFINE AND COMMUNICATE EXPECTATIONS FOR ONLINE PARTICIPATION. 

6. IMMERSE STUDENTS IN REAL-WORLD CONTENT THAT IS RELEVANT AND FUN.

Jee Deogracias
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

STRATEGY 3: CREATE SAFE-SPACES IN SMALL AND LARGE GROUPS TO BUILD RELATIONSHIPS. 
Breakthrough teachers placed community-building at the heart of the redesigned curriculum, believing that 
relationships, fun, and meaningful content need to go hand-in-hand to deepen engagement and optimize learning. 
Strong relationships between students and teachers emerged when staff intentionally created safe spaces for students 
to participate, i.e., environments in which students felt comfortable being themselves and sharing freely. Affiliates 
found that whole community gatherings had an important part to play, complementing the smaller group settings.

STRATEGY 4: PRIORITIZE CONNECTIONS WITH FAMILIES.
The COVID-19 crisis drove expansion of family involvement with constant communication and surveying to assess 
needs and provide support, from technology access to grocery cards. Staff found families to be willing partners 
and allies in supporting student engagement, and involved families not just when students fell short of program 
expectations but also to share student successes. Furthermore, offering parent events online rather than in person 
increased family participation rates in events such as coffee chats and end-of-year celebrations.

STRATEGY 5: DEFINE AND COMMUNICATE EXPECTATIONS FOR ONLINE PARTICIPATION. 
Breakthrough staff incorporated multiple strategies to provide technology support, including limiting the number of 
platforms used and providing orientations and demonstrations to both students and families. Breakthrough student 
schedules also limited the amount of consecutive live meeting time, often providing breaks after every 45 to 60 
minutes of sessions. In response to some students being unwilling or unable to appear on camera, staff members 
learned to use multiple indicators of engagement.Breakthrough teachers and staff adjusted expectations on camera 
use over time, and leaned on alternative/supplemental demonstrations of online engagement, such as participation in 
chat boxes and real-time apps, completing homework assignments, and accessing materials in evening hours.

STRATEGY 6: IMMERSE STUDENTS IN REAL-WORLD CONTENT THAT IS RELEVANT AND FUN
A high-energy, fun-filled learning environment is a signature of Breakthrough’s in-person program, and a key 
ingredient to maintaining online programming to engage students. The more that Breakthrough staff infused joy into 
activities, found ways to make students laugh and smile, and connected lessons to what was happening in the world, 
the deeper student engagement became. Given the national context, affiliates found that a social justice curriculum 
and real-world course content especially resonant with students and teachers.  Affiliates incorporated challenges, 
spirit days, and celebrations — all of which are part of a traditional Breakthrough summer — and translated them 
successfully to the online setting.

In its 40-plus years of operation, the Breakthrough Collaborative has honed a highly successful model of summer 
engagement. Breakthrough’s successful transition to a virtual learning experience in the summer of 2020 was 
facilitated by key traits of the existing Breakthrough model: maintaining positive attitudes, holding staff and students to 
high expectations, and weaving community-building into all aspects of the programming. Survey results indicate that 
students learned important academic content and ended the summer feeling more prepared for their return to school in 
the fall. Affiliates are now reflecting on ways to use virtual technology to extend learning into the school year. 

XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX 
XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX 
XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX 
XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX XXXX 
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This report is the first in a series of white papers produced by the Breakthrough Collaborative intended to share 
insights gained from its summer 2020 experience in translating a long-standing, evidence-based, in-person summer 
academy for middle- and high-school students to virtual programming at 23 affiliate sites across the country.  This 
report, centered on student engagement, describes how Breakthrough built an online community of students, families, 
and teachers that fostered interpersonal connections, facilitated student learning, and renewed participants’ optimism 
in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and social unrest due to continued racial injustices. 

In consideration of the breadth, timeliness, and relatability of the lessons learned this past summer, Breakthrough 
Collaborative has undertaken this research project to gather successful strategies and best-practice examples for 
engaging students in virtual learning. From a variety of data sources (see below), we identify six strategies to foster 
successful student engagement in an online summer learning experience, with success defined as students reporting 
knowledge gains, feeling connected, and “showing up” — attending classes, completing academic work as required, 
and being active members of online communities.3

INTRODUCTION

2  One affiliate elected not to provide instruction in Summer 2020.  
3  This definition of successful online engagement aligns with that offered by Nathaniel Louwrens and Maggie Hartnett, “Student and Teacher Perceptions of  
 Online Student Engagement in an Online Middle School,” Journal of Open, Flexible, and Distance Learning, 19(1), pp. 27-43.

6 STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL ONLINE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT

STRATEGY 1: 
BELIEVE THAT ONLINE LEARNING IS POSSIBLE
•  Hold positive mindsets and high expectations.

STRATEGY 2: 
BE FLEXIBLE IN TRANSLATING PROGRAMS TO ONLINE FORMATS.
•  Redesign programming while staying true to program goals.
•  Reassess and adjust continually based on feedback from students and staff.

 
STRATEGY 3: 
CREATE SAFE-SPACES IN SMALL AND LARGE GROUPS TO BUILD RELATIONSHIPS.
•  Cultivate belonging through small and large group community-building opportunities.
•  Create safe spaces to allow for meaningful learning.
•  Build connections in the “off” times

STRATEGY 4: 
PRIORITIZE CONNECTIONS WITH FAMILIES.
•  Ask for regular feedback from families.
•  Share highlights and challenges with families in a student-centered way.
•  Offer regular and accessible family events.

Elissa Vanaver
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This study is a descriptive analysis of experiences and outcomes as reported by participants through multiple data 
sources. Surveys of students and teaching fellows collected data on participants’ experiences, self-efficacy, feelings of 
belonging and preparedness, and perceptions of program benefit. 

An affiliate survey collected data on schedules, grades served, curriculum, and support. Interviews were also 
conducted with executive directors (ED) and program directors (PD) from almost all affiliates, and focus groups were 
conducted with a handful of parents, students, teaching fellows and instructional coaches to provide additional 
qualitative data. Data sources include the following: 

•  Affiliate Survey: 22 responses, 96% response rate.

•  Post-Summer Survey of Teaching Fellows: 650 respondents, 92% response rate.

•  Pre-Summer Survey of Students: 3,196 respondents, 70% response rate.

•  Post-Summer Survey of Students: 2,489 respondents, 55% response rate.

•  Executive Director Interviews: 19 respondents from 19 affiliates, 83% of affiliates represented.

•  Program Director Interviews: 30 respondents from 21 affiliates, 91% of affiliates represented. 

•  Focus Groups with Parents, Students, Teaching Fellows and Instructional Coaches: 5 sessions   

 held with a total of 20 participants. 

Additional details on the data sources and methodology can be found in the appendix of this report. 

INTRODUCTION

STRATEGY 5: 
DEFINE AND COMMUNICATE EXPECTATIONS FOR ONLINE PARTICIPATION. 
•  Set clear digital expectations and norms through technology trainings
•  Rely on multiple indications of online student engagement

STRATEGY 6: 
IMMERSE STUDENTS IN REAL-WORLD CONTENT THAT IS RELEVANT AND FUN.
•  Infuse social justice and real-world examples throughout the program.
•  Keep learning fun and joyous.

DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

NATIONAL CONTEXT AND CHALLENGE

4  Matt Barnum and Claire Bryan, “America’s Great Remote-Learning Experience: What Surveys of Teachers and Parents Tell Us About How It Went,”     
   ChalkBeat, June 26, 2020.

In January 2020, the COVID-19 health pandemic struck the United States. By March, in response to rising rates 
of infection, workplaces across the nation shut down and citizens were told to stay home. Following suit, schools 
across the nation closed and sent students home. Most schools remained closed the remainder of the school year and 
switched to virtual learning.4

Jee Deogracias
This bullet and the one below need periods
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INTRODUCTION

School districts and teachers scrambled to meet the unprecedented challenge of pivoting to online learning with 
determination and creativity. Within weeks, districts restructured entire curricula for virtual instruction, learned new 
online platforms, and became technology instructors for students in Kindergarten through 12th grade. Despite these 
efforts, not all schools were equally equipped with the expertise or resources needed to overcome the hurdle. Student 
engagement in online learning varied considerably, as students coped with chaos in their home environments. Many 
students’ parents lost their jobs, as the national unemployment rate rose to 14 percent by April.5  Unemployed families 
faced food insecurity and loss of housing. Working parents struggled to balance new childcare responsibilities with 
schools and daycare centers closed. 

Hardest hit were students from under-resourced communities, especially lower-income, Black, and Latinx students.6  
One study found that 59 percent of children of lower-income parents faced obstacles to virtual learning, compared 
with only 13 percent of upper-income children.7  Learning gaps deepened, as some wealthier parents hired private 
tutors while economically disadvantaged families had far fewer options for keeping learning going, exacerbated for 
many by lack of access to technology and the internet.8  Researchers estimate that as a result of COVID-19 shutdowns, 
Black students may lose 10 months of learning and low-income students may lose more than a year, compared to 6 
months for white students.9  

By the end of the school year, teachers, students, and parents were exhausted from the effort of inventing new lessons, 
troubleshooting technological glitches, and juggling work schedules. Adding emotional pain to mental distress were 
a series of racist events, including the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, that catalyzed civil uprisings 
across the nation. Black Lives Matter demonstrations broke out in hundreds of communities, with Americans of all 
races calling for police reform and an end to systemic racism. The anger and grief was palpable, settling heavily upon 
people of color of all ages.

As the nation reeled in crisis throughout the spring of 2020, Breakthrough Collaborative was gearing up for its 
traditional summer programming. Originally founded in 1978 as “Summerbridge” in San Francisco, the Breakthrough 
model has been developed and refined across four decades. A national leader in educational equity, Breakthrough 
Collaborative prepares highly motivated, traditionally underrepresented students to achieve post-secondary success 
through consecutive summer learning experiences that start in middle school, typically a six-year commitment or longer. 
The Collaborative operates as two dozen community-based affiliates supported by a national office. Each affiliate 
creates a supportive learning community in which local students are prepared academically by college students 
and experienced professional staff. In a typical year, college-age teachers, referred to as teaching fellows (TFs), are 
recruited from more than 250 colleges and universities, and lead in-person instructional programs during the summer 
months along with out-of-school-time enrichment throughout the school year. They are supported and developed by 
instructional coaches (ICs), who are experienced K-12 teachers from local schools. Breakthrough students come from 
diverse backgrounds, and TFs are intentionally recruited from similarly diverse backgrounds (Figure 1). Since 2010, 
18,000 students and 8,700 TFs have engaged with Breakthrough, with strong results. The Breakthrough summer 
experience is more than an academically rigorous learning experience; students and staff collectively build a community 
with a culture centered on connection, empowerment, and fun that students cherish year after year.

REDESIGN AMID CHAOS

5  Rakesh Kochar, “Unemployment Rose Higher in Three Months of COVIS-19 Than It Did In Two Years of the Great Recession,” Pew Research Center, June 11, 2020. 
6  Christina Samuels, “Will Learning Gaps Deepen as Schools Stay Closed?” Education Week, September 24, 2020.
7  Emily Vogels, “59% of U.S. Parents with Lower Incomes Say Their Child May Face Digital Obstacles in Schoolwork,” Pew Research Center, September 10, 2020. 
8  Taylor Nicole Rogers, “Wealthy Parents are Paying to Have Their Kids Homeschooled by Professionals for Up to 5 Hours a Day, and it Shows How the Pandemic is   
   Widening the Gaps in America’s Education System,” Business Insider, May 27, 2020. 
9  Emma Dorn, Bryan Hancock, Jimmy Sarakatsannis, and Ellen Viruleg, “COVID-19 and Student Learning in the United States: The Hurt Could Last a Lifetime,”  
   McKinsey & Company, June 2020. 
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As the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, it became increasingly clear to both national 
and affiliate leaders that their only option for providing summer programming would 
be virtual. With unparalleled commitment from staff members, support from the national 
office, advice from partnering school districts and local non-profits, and input from 
participants and families, affiliates modified and revamped curriculum to work virtually. 

The operational plan for Summer 2020 required changes across the board: given public 
health and logistical limitations, some affiliates decided not to bring in new student cohorts. 
Most prioritized the recruitment of TFs with previous Breakthrough experience to fill out smaller 
TF teams. Instead of convening in-person for the summer experience, TFs were trained and 
participated from their homes situated across the country. By the end of summer, it was clear 
from attendance rates, satisfaction ratings, participant reports of knowledge gains, and 
increased comfort levels with online learning that Breakthrough’s virtual learning experiences 
had not only supported student learning but had students and teachers alike celebrating 
significant accomplishments and forming lasting bonds. Ultimately, 4,564 students were 
served by 710 TFs at 23 of the 24 affiliates virtually this past summer.10

Figure 1. Breakthrough Collaborative Affiliates and Participants

INTRODUCTION

REDESIGN AMID CHAOS

56%

44%

54%

46%

FEMALE

MALE

Female

Male

10  One affiliate elected not to provide instruction in Summer 2020.  
11  More information about the Teaching Fellows will be presented in this series’ second report.
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ATTEND COLLEGE

96% IDENTIFY 
AS A PERSON OF COLOR

77% RECEIVE FREE OR 
REDUCED PRICE LUNCH 
SUBSIDIES

75% ARE THE FIRST 
IN THEIR FAMILY TO 
ATTEND COLLEGE

2020 
TEACHING 
FELLOWS

2020 
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Three-quarters of teaching fellows end up pursuing a teaching or other education-related 
career.11  Breakthrough students are 50 percent more likely to directly enroll in a four-year 
college or university than high school graduates nationwide, regardless of socio-economic 
background. Once they enroll, they graduate at the same rate as their high-income peers.
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2020 students: 96% identify as a person of color
77% receive free or reduced price lunch subsidies
75% are the first in their family to attend college

2020 Teaching Fellows: 76% identify as a person of color
49% demonstrate financial need
47% are the first in the family to attend college.
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Over the course of the summer, Breakthrough students and leaders consistently reported high levels of satisfaction and 
a strong sense of bonded community. “What surprised me,” said Carrie Miller, Breakthrough (BT) Pittsburgh’s ED, “was 
how intimate and connected we actually felt, even though we were virtual. I felt like I knew all of our teaching fellows, 
even though we have never met in person. And there was a certain sense of community that I did not expect to transfer 
virtually, and it absolutely did.” Michael Griffith, ED at BT Central Texas, agreed: “I was surprised at how quickly our 
teaching fellows and students were able to form a connection [...] [It speaks to the] power of our students-teaching-
students model. [...] That fundamental power wasn’t diluted just because it was in a virtual setting.”

These sentiments tracked similarly to outcome data gathered at the end of the summer: 
• 92 percent of students successfully completed the summer program12  
• 81 percent of Breakthrough students felt more prepared to learn at school in the fall (Figure 2) 
• 76 percent of Breakthrough students felt better prepared to use digital tools/technology at school in the fall (Figure 2)
• 87 percent of TFs reported that their 2020 experience was “very good” or “excellent,” higher than recent, in-person  
 years (Figure 3) 

Figure 2. Student Preparedness to Use Digital Technology and to Learn this Fall, 2020
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POSITIVE OUTCOMES

76% IDENTIFY 
AS A PERSON OF COLOR

49% DEMONSTRATE 
FINANCIAL NEED

47% ARE THE FIRST 
IN THEIR FAMILY TO 
ATTEND COLLEGE

I FEEL BETTER PREPARED TO USE 
DIGITAL TOOLS/TECHNOLOGY 

AT SCHOOL THIS FALL

I FEEL MORE PREPARED TO 
LEARN AT SCHOOL THIS FALL

2020

2019

2018

“RATE YOUR BREAKTHROUGH SUMMER TEACHING FELLOW EXPERIENCE OVERALL:”
% of Excellent/Very Good

% of Strongly Agree/Agree

0%              20%            30%             40%           50%           60%          70%         80%        90%    100% 

0%              20%            30%             40%           50%           60%          70%         80%        90%    100% 

80%

79%

76%

81%

87%

Data source: 2020 Post-Summer Survey of Breakthrough Students.

Data sources: 2018, 2019, and 2020 Post-Summer Surveys of Breakthrough Teaching Fellows.

Figure 3. Teaching Fellow Ratings of Their Overall Experience, 2018 - 2020

12 Data source: 2020 Affiliate Survey. While regular attendance is a requirement as part of students’ commitment to the program, metrics to determine “successful 
completion” of the program varies by affiliate. See the appendix for more information.

Jee Deogracias
10% is missing from these figures.
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STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

Success in online learning starts with high expectations on the part of program leaders and teachers — expectations 
that staff can be effective teaching in a virtual setting, and expectations that students will engage, rise to the challenge, 
and learn despite the new format. 

HOLD POSITIVE MINDSETS AND HIGH EXPECTATIONS
Breakthrough’s culture is infused with positivity and high expectations. When asked for one word that describes 
Breakthrough, focus group participants commonly shared words such as “joyous,” “fun,” “exciting,” “amazing.” 
Indeed, one of BT Twin Cities’ mottos is “Positive us, not negative you.” 

Coming into this summer, BREAKTHROUGH LEADERS EMBRACED THE CHALLENGE OF MOVING THEIR SUMMER 
PROGRAMMING TO THE VIRTUAL SETTING WITH PERSEVERANCE AND POSITIVITY. Joe Breedlove, ED at BT Fort Worth, 
noted: “The biggest thing [was] keeping everybody else’s spirits as high as possible as we move into the virtual world 
because what we could not have is the same thing that the kids experienced coming out of their spring semester. We 
had to have something different.” 

A can-do attitude extends beyond programmatic adjustments; Breakthrough staff also believe students hold no bounds. 
As BREAKTHROUGH’S MODEL IS ONE OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS AND HIGH SUPPORT, affiliates provide the necessary 
foundation for students to excel. “If there’s anything that I love about Breakthrough it’s how much the students are not 
underestimated. We value the student’s input, we know what they’re capable of,” said returning TF Perla Ortiz from BT 
Central Texas.

One way affiliates imbue the Breakthrough mindset is through DAILY AFFIRMATIONS. While affirmations vary by 
affiliate, they are all focused on social-emotional learning and a college-going mindset. Each affiliate has a daily, 
in-unison recitation ritual that engages the entire Breakthrough community. For example, BT Greater Philadelphia’s 
affirmation is: “We are Breakthrough of Greater Philadelphia and we have high expectations. We commit ourselves 
to hard work, dedication, respect, fun, and above all, excellence in learning. We are Breakthrough of Greater 
Philadelphia. Wooo!”

STRATEGY 1: BELIEVE THAT ONLINE LEARNING IS POSSIBLE 

Jee Deogracias
We were hoping for these intro sections for the major strategies to stand out a little bit so that readers can glance at each section quickly and be able to gather the summaries.

Jee Deogracias
It may be just me, but my eye is having difficulty taking in this orange bold. I can better easily see things at a glance in the blue bold, like on the next page.
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STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

STRATEGY 2: BE FLEXIBLE IN TRANSLATING PROGRAMS TO ONLINE FORMATS 
Be creative in adjusting program structure and format, while keeping program goals in mind. Possible changes may 
include altering time devoted to instruction, swapping or modifying staff roles, and modifying course content. Once 
programs are underway, solicit feedback from participants and adjust as needed along the way. 

Breakthrough’s virtual summer has been described as an AGILE, LIVING AND BREATHING PROGRAM. In addition to 
Breakthrough staff spending enormous amounts of time at the start of summer planning for online learning, the program 
was regularly adjusted and adapted to the needs of students and teachers. 

BREAKTHROUGH IS LIKE A SECOND HOME FOR ME, IT’S A PLACE WHERE YOU FEEL WELCOMED. YOU 

ARE NOT JUDGED, YOU ARE ACCEPTED AND YOU FIND PEOPLE WHO ARE LIKE YOU. IT IS A PLACE WITH 

WARMTH AND IT MAKES MY SUMMERS FULL OF JOY.            — 9TH GRADE STUDENT, BT GREATER BOSTON

“
“

Jee Deogracias
Same comment as above on these introductory paragraphs ahead of each major strategy section

Jee Deogracias
This quote is associated with Strategy 1 - is it possible to move this up to that page?
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STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL ONLINE ENGAGEMENT

[WE WERE] CONSTANTLY ASKING,    ARE WE DOING THIS BECAUSE THIS IS HOW IT WORKED IN PERSON 

OR ARE WE DOING THIS BECAUSE THIS IS WHAT MAKES SENSE RIGHT NOW? 
                                                                                    — LIORA CHESSIN, PROGRAM DIRECTOR AT BT BIRMINGHAM

“ ‘
‘“

REDESIGN PROGRAMMING WHILE STAYING TRUE TO PROGRAM GOALS 
Breakthrough’s detailed and rigorous in-person programming had to be reinvented for an online setting. Typically, this 
meant shortening academic programming (from full day to 3-4 hours a day), shortening the total length of the program 
(from 6 weeks to 4 weeks), modifying community-building events to work virtually, rethinking mechanisms for building 
teacher-student relationships, and finding ways to ensure technological access for all participants. It also meant beefing 
up supports for participating families. It was clear from students’ experiences with virtual schooling in the spring that the 
NUMBER OF HOURS OF LIVE, SYNCHRONOUS LEARNING WOULD NEED TO BE LIMITED. As such, Breakthrough student 
schedules curtailed the amount of consecutive live meeting time, often providing breaks after every 45 to 60 minutes of 
meetings.

TEXTBOX QUOTE: “I think the hardest part for all of us was cutting and cutting and cutting because you just can’t do 
the same amount, can’t cover the same amount of material, can’t do all of the same activities online.” - Deb McLoud, 
Executive Director at BT Manchester 

While the in-person curriculum at Breakthrough typically includes four core subjects (i.e., math, science, social studies, 
English language arts), BT Miami chose a project-based learning approach to virtual curriculum. At BT Central Texas, 
teachers used a singular project that had elements of all four subjects, and was focused on the experience of being in 
the pandemic, the social justice movement of Black Lives Matter, and immigrant students.

Alongside adjustments to core content were ADJUSTMENTS TO HOW STAFF WERE USED IN PLANNING AND COURSE 
DELIVERY. BT Miami leveraged a large returning group of TFs by creating a committee in the spring to offer feedback 
to the curriculum before the summer started. They also used volunteers to act as teaching assistants in classes to support 
any technology needs that arose during class. 

Jee Deogracias
Would like to make this a breakout quote if possible, sitting somewhere outside of the narrative.


