
How a Personalized Approach to Learning 
Helped One Organization Quickly Adapt 
in a Global Pandemic
A CITY YEAR CASE STUDY

by Jacquie Beaubien, Motivation, Mindset & Equity Consulting
March 2021

City Year created this report with support from The Leon Lowenstein Foundation. The findings and conclusions contained within do not necessarily 
reflect the foundation’s positions or policies.



Table of contents

Executive Summary 1

City Year Overview 5

Introduction 6

Study Design 8

Overview of City Year sites 11

City Year Columbus Overview 11

City Year Los Angeles Overview 12

City Year Memphis Overview 13

The Shift to Distance Learning 15

Phase 1 – Navigating the transition 15

Phase 2 – Spring support for remote learning 19

Phase 3 – A glimpse ahead to 2020–2021 21

Findings 24

The shift to distance learning presented successes and 
challenges.

24

City Year models a personalized approach to learning 
and development at all levels of the organization.

25

Prioritizing trust and strong relationships is the 
foundation for successful personalization.

27

The COVID-19 pandemic and racial justice protests in 
2020 have deepened City Year’s commitment to SED 
and equity.

30

AmeriCorps members leaning into the practice of 
building strong developmental relationships was critical 
for maintaining student engagement.

31

Recommendations for City Year 35

Become even more intentional about developing and 
embedding organizational practices that reinforce a 
personalized approach at every level.

35

Consider incorporating measures of trust. 35

Expand AmeriCorps member awareness of structural 
factors contributing to the opportunity gap.

35

Expand AmeriCorps member awareness of mindset 
and motivation related pedagogy.

36

Deepen social-emotional development practices. 37

Provide differentiated support for developing 
relationships between novice teachers and AmeriCorps 
members.

38

Limitations and Next Steps 39

References 40

Appendix 42



 skill 

 

http://info.cityyear.org/rs/871-RSR-024/images/WholeSchoolWholeChild_Overview.pdf
http://info.cityyear.org/rs/871-RSR-024/images/WholeSchoolWholeChild_Overview.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/impact/evidence-of-impact/
https://www.cityyear.org/impact/evidence-of-impact/
https://www.soldalliance.org/
https://www.soldalliance.org/
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Addressing-Early-Warning-Indicators_2016.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Addressing-Early-Warning-Indicators_2016.pdf


 

 

https://www.cityyear.org/about/locations/
https://www.cityyear.org/columbus/impact/
https://www.cityyear.org/columbus/impact/
https://www.search-institute.org/developmental-relationships/developmental-relationships-framework/
https://www.search-institute.org/developmental-relationships/developmental-relationships-framework/
https://www.pearinc.org/clover-model
https://www.cityyear.org/los-angeles/impact/
https://www.cityyear.org/memphis/impact/
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Virtual-Learning-and-COVID-19-Resources-for-Teachers-and-Families.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Virtual-Learning-and-COVID-19-Resources-for-Teachers-and-Families.pdf


 



 

 

https://www.edwheelhouse.org/city-year


 



 

 

https://www.cityyear.org/impact/evidence-of-impact/
https://www.soldalliance.org/
https://www.soldalliance.org/
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PSAstudy2015.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/EGC_CityYearReport_BalfanzByrnes.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Addressing-Early-Warning-Indicators_2016.pdf
https://www.cityyear.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Addressing-Early-Warning-Indicators_2016.pdf


 

 

 

https://chicagobeyond.org/researchequity/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.search-institute.org/developmental-relationships/developmental-relationships-framework/
https://www.pearinc.org/clover-model
https://tinyurl.com/cy-protocol


 

 

Columbus Los Angeles  Memphis 

Total School Sites 7 31 6 

Total AmeriCorps members  57 260 35 

Site 
Focus 
Group* 

One-on-one Interviews 

Total 
Interviews 

Total Time 
(hours) ACM Y1 ACM Y2 Staff 

Headquarters 
   

3 3 3.0 

Columbus 
  

3 4 7 4.5 

Los Angeles 
 

4 2 3 9 5.6 

Memphis 1 
 

2 4 7 5.0 

Total 1 4 7 14 26 18.1 
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