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Profiles of High-Performing

TEXAS OPEN-ENROLLMENT CHARTER SCHOOLS

Over the past eight years, Texas charter schools have
developed within the context of the growth of the
charter school movement throughout the United
States. Since Minnesota enacted the first charter leg-
islation in 1991, 39 states, the District of Columbia,
and Puerto Rico have enacted charter school laws.
According to the Center for Educational Reform,
approximately 2,700 charter schools served over
684,000 students nationwide during the 2002-03
school year. The states with the most charter schools
in operation are Arizona (464), California (428),
Florida (227), Michigan (196), and Texas (221).

Texas passed legislation in 1995 establishing charter
schools. In that session, the 78th Legislature provid-
ed for the creation of 20 open-enrollment charter
schools (TEC §§ 12.101-120). Open-enrollment char-
ter schools are public schools that are substantially
released from state education regulations and exist
separate and apart from local independent school
districts. They may be sponsored by an institution of
higher education (public or private), a nonprofit
organization as set out in the Internal Revenue Code
(501(c)(3)), or a governmental entity. In 1997, the
Legislature provided for an additional 100 open-
enrollment charter schools and an unlimited num-
ber of open-enrollment charter schools serving stu-
dents at risk of failure or dropping out of school (75
Percent Rule charter schools). The Legislature made
further revisions to the education code governing

‘Center for Education Reform (2003). About charter
schools. www.edreform.com.

charter schools in 2001. These provisions eliminated
the 75 Percent Rule designation, capped the number
of charter schools the State Board of Education may
grant at 215, and allowed for an unlimited humber of
specialized charter schools sponsored by public senior
colleges and universities.

Characteristics of Charter Schools and
Students

As a result of the enabling legislation, the number of
Texas charter schools has increased dramatically.
During the 1996-97 school year, only 17 open-enroll-
ment charter schools operated in Texas. By the
2001-02 school year, a total of 180 charter schools
were in operation for the majority of the year. At the
same time, the number of students enrolled in charter
schools also has increased significantly, from 2,498 to
46,304 across six school years. The total charter school
student enrollment, however, represents only a small
proportion of the approximately 4.1 million public
school students in Texas.

Compared to Texas traditional public schools, charter
school students are more racially/ethnically diverse.
Charter schools have a greater share of African
American students (40.1 percent versus 14.4), substan-
tially less White students (20.4 percent versus 40.9),
and comparable proportions of Hispanic students
(37.9 percent versus 41.7). Charter schools in Texas
also enroll a somewhat higher percentage of economi-
cally disadvantaged students (57.6 percent versus 50.5)
than traditional public schools.

Number of Texas Open-Enrollment Charter Schools and Students Served

Total Charter Number of
Schools in Campuses in

School Year Operation Operation

1996-97 17 17
1997-98 19 19
1998-99 89 99
1999-00 146 174
2000-01 160 200
2001-02 180 241

Total Charter Average
Students Campus

Enrolled Enrollment

2,498 147
4,135 216
17,616 198
25,687 156
37,696 188
46,304 192

Source: Open-enrollment evaluation reports, years one to six (www.tcer.org)




Charter School Accountability

As the charter school movement continues to grow,
student achievement is a pivotal concern in Texas and
nationally. In general, states rarely exempt charter
schools from state student assessments, and most
states hold charter schools to the same accountability
standards (based on student outcome measures) as
traditional public schools.

In Texas, charter schools are included in the public
school accountability system. Mandated by the 1993
Texas Legislature, the system relies on the state’s stu-
dent-level information system (Public Education
Information Management System—PEIMS) and crite-
rion-referenced assessment (Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills—TAAS) to accredit districts and rate
schools. Through 2002, Texas districts and campuses,
including charter schools, have received annual
accountability ratings based primarily on TAAS per-
formance and dropout rates. Charter schools in the
first year of operation are not rated unless requested;
however, newly opened charter campuses adminis-
tered by operating charter schools receive ratings.
Districts and campuses may be rated under one of two
systems: the standard accountability system or the alter-
native education accountability system.

In 2002, performance standards for each of the four
standard accountability system ratings categories list-
ed below had to be met by each of five student
groups: all students, African American, Hispanic,
White, and economically disadvantaged.
e Exemplary—90% or more passing TAAS,
dropout rate of 1% or less
* Recognized—80% or more passing TAAS,
dropout rate of 2.5% or less
* Acceptable—55% or more passing TAAS (50%
or more on social studies), dropout rate of
5.0% or less

e Low-Performing—Iess than 55% passing TAAS,
(less than 50% on social studies), dropout rate
of more than 5.0%

In addition to the ratings described above, a campus
serving primarily at-risk students may apply to be
rated under the alternative education accountability
system procedures. Alternative education ratings use
the following three categories, and performance stan-
dards must be met for all five student groups.

e Commended—30% or more passing TAAS,
85% increasing Texas Learning Index (TLI)
scores, dropout rate of 6% or less, attendance
rate of 94% or higher

e Acceptable—30% or more passing TAAS,
dropout rate of 10% or less, attendance rate of
80% or higher

* Needs Peer Review—Iless than 30% passing
TAAS, dropout rate of more than 10%

Across six school years, Texas traditional public
schools have consistently outperformed charter
schools on both standard and alternative education
accountability ratings. Still, noteworthy findings for
the past three school years reveal steady progress by
charter schools toward higher performance levels. In
2002, for example, the percentages of charter school
campuses rated as Exemplary (standard system) and
Commended or Acceptable (alternative education
system) rose markedly. Unfortunately, the percent-
ages of charter schools rated as Low-Performing or
Needs Peer Review remained unacceptably high in
comparison to traditional public schools.

Purpose of Charter School Profiles

Profiles of High-Performing Texas Open-Enrollment Charter
Schools was funded through a federal Public Charter
School Dissemination Grant received by Rapoport
Academy in 2001. The grant program aims “to




increase national understanding of the charter school
model by supporting activities that help open new
public schools (including public charter schools) or
share the lessons learned by charter schools with other
public schools” (TEA Request for Application, 701-03-
009). Although Rapoport Academy’s dissemination
grant includes several activities, one piece centers on
documenting successful practices of Texas charter
schools that enable students to learn challenging state
content standards and achieve state performance
standards, and the dissemination of that information
to interested educators. To that end, Rapoport Academy
contracted with the Texas Center for Educational

Research, an independent, nonprofit research organi-

zation, to undertake a study of the characteristics of
successful charter schools in Texas.

Study Approach and Method

Researchers conducted intensive case studies to provide
an in-depth look at a select group of charter schools. The
purpose was to explore the different types of innova-
tions and best practices successful charter schools
employ—charter schools rated as Exemplary (stan-
dard accountability system) or Commended (alterna-
tive education accountability system)—to meet the
specific needs of their students. Researchers selected
sites through a review of Texas accountability system
ratings awarded to open-enrollment charter campuses
in 2002 and the previous two school years. To ensure
stability, charter schools had to have been in opera-
tion for at least three school years. Sites selected for
visits included eight campuses rated as Exemplary
and two rated as Commended. In addition, selected
sites had either sustained the highest performance
level across years or accountability ratings had
improved over time.

Teams of two to three researchers conducted one-day
site visits to the 10 selected charter schools. Data col-

lection methods included (a) interviews with adminis-
trators, teachers, and in some cases, board members;
(b) focus groups of teachers and students; (c) obser-
vations conducted primarily in core content-area
classrooms; (d) tours of charter school facilities; and
(e) document collection. The number and type of
participants varied according to the size and complexi-
ty of the charter school. In total, researchers conduct-
ed interviews with 17 administrators, 29 teachers, and
10 board members; observed in 26 classrooms; con-
ducted nine teacher focus groups involving 48 teach-
ers; and facilitated eight student focus groups includ-
ing 57 secondary students (grades 6 through 12).

Current research on charter schools identified primary
areas of interest (e.g., administrator and teacher roles,
educational program, parent involvement, gover-
nance). Structured protocols assigned questions to
respondents who could provide the most accurate or
insightful information on a topic. Data analyses
involved the triangulation of qualitative and quantita-
tive data from multiple sources. Guided by major top-
ics of study, researchers used a constant comparative
method to identify major themes and relationships.
Data gathered from AEIS reports provided contextual
and demographic data within which to interpret qual-
itative findings. Of the 10 sites visited, researchers
determined that nine charter schools met standards
that warranted their inclusion in the final group; one
site was excluded due to data collection problems.

High-Performing Charter Schools

The nine high-performing charter schools include seven
awarded Exemplary ratings in 2002: Encino School, KIPP
Academy, Mainland Preparatory Academy, The North
Hills School, NYOS Charter School, Seashore Learning
Center, and YES College Preparatory Academy. Two
charter schools, Focus Learning Academy and John
H. Wood Charter School, received Commended ratings

Charter Schools and Traditional Public School Performance—Percent Receiving
Standard and Alternative Education Accountability Ratings

Rating System Charter Schools

Standard INEK] N=96 N=91
Exemplary 8 5 17
Recognized 11 9 10
Acceptable 49 42 34

Low-Performing 32 44 40

Alternative Education N=33 N=62 N=109
Commended 0] 2 6
Acceptable 27 38 57
Needs Review 73 61 37

N=310

Traditional Public Schools
N=6,363 N=6,616 N=6,444

20 24 30
32 36 37
46 38 32

2 2 2
N=263 N=230

2 4 2
88 85 90
11 11 8

Source: TEA Division of Student Performance Reporting. Schools are rated as campuses.




under the alternative education system. Profiles for
individual schools, presented in sections to follow,
describe school missions, students served, the educa-
tional program, parent involvement, school gover-
nance, and academic accomplishments. In addition,
researchers conducted a cross-site analysis of qualita-
tive and quantitative data to identify prevailing trends
that may help explain student achievement.

High-performing charter schools, similar to charters
as a whole, are located across the state and serve var-
ied student populations. Schools tend to get a greater
share of their revenue from local sources compared
to all charter schools. Per-pupil expenditures vary
widely across successful charter schools and in some
cases exceed average expenditures for all charters
and the state. Teachers in high-performing charter
schools are more likely to hold degrees, have more
years experience, and earn higher salaries than char-
ter school teachers overall.

Researchers identified nine attributes appearing con-
sistently across high-performing charter schools that
provide potential explanations for why students in
these schools perform better than students in other
charter schools. The following findings suggest charter
school traits that may foster student academic success.

Focused mission guides coherent actions. High-performing
charter schools are mission-driven organizations. Schools
have typically been founded to achieve a clearly defined
educational vision for a specific student population.
Wide-ranging missions may focus on preparing students
to attend a four-year university, using an innovative
curriculum to achieve each child's potential, or other
goals. In general, organizational structures and peda-
gogical practices are coherent with professed beliefs,
values, and goals. Although no one configuration (e.g.,
extended time, combined grades, multiage grouping)
or practice (e.g., thematic units, service learning, indi-

Characteristics of High—performing Charter Schools
Grade

Span #
PK-8 67
5-9 338
PK-8 284
PK-10 262
K-6 139
1-12 799
6-12 423
K-7 381
6-12 135

AA
0%
19%
90%
13%
0%
9%
7%
95%
18%

School

Encino School

KIPP Academy

Mainland Preparatory Academy
NYOS Charter School

Seashore Learning Center
The North Hills School

YES College Preparatory School
Focus Learning Academy

John H. Wood Charter School

vidualized instruction) was considered innovative, the
overall way in which each school achieved its mission
was unique.

Schools are small, with a developmental grade span.
Positive outcomes achieved by high-performing charter
schools are often associated with small school size.
Moreover, schools typically have a grade span support-
ing a developmental educational continuum, with the
foundation for learning laid in earlier grades leading
to targeted outcomes at higher grade levels. Small
size along with continuity achieved through contact
with students over multiple years are frequently
viewed as contributors to positive interpersonal rela-
tionships between students and staff, a disciplined
learning environment, a vertically-aligned curriculum,
and enhanced communication and collaboration.

School culture supports student success. Each of the charter
schools visited had a culture that communicates high
expectations for student success. Foremost, one belief
was pervasive across schools—given appropriate edu-
cational opportunities, all children, regardless of
background, can achieve high academic standards.
Schools, however, used a variety of approaches to cre-
ate a culture supporting achievement: motivational
slogans, visual symbols, commitments to excellence,
goal-setting and rewards for performance, school uni-
forms, interpersonal connections, individualized
attention, and caring and readily available teachers,
for example.

Teachers feel responsible for student learning. Teachers
who choose to work in these charter schools express a
high level of ownership for student learning and
pride in student accomplishments. Teachers receive a
substantial degree of curricular and instructional free-
dom in exchange for high expectations regarding effec-
tive classroom practices and student performance.
Teachers, whose input into school decision-making is

2002
Rating
Exemplary
Exemplary
Exemplary
Exemplary
Exemplary
Exemplary
Exemplary
Commended
Commended

Students
H w
97% 3%
78% 2%
6% 3%
13% 71%
17% 78%
8% 60%
89% 3%
3% 2%
44%  37%

Location

Encino
Houston
Texas City
Austin
Corpus Christi
Irving
Houston
BEIIES

San Antonio

Eco
94%
90%
47%
14%
30%

2%
55%
50%
93%

Note. AA=African American, H=Hispanic, W=White, Eco=Economically disadvantaged.




solicited and valued, are often strongly committed to
the school mission. In addition, many teachers report
being motivated by a desire to serve the school’s special
student population.

Students are held responsible and accountable for behavior
and learning. High-performing charter schools typically
create learning environments that allow student own-
ership of behavior through strategies such as goal set-
ting, assuming responsibility, logical consequences,
and rewards. Almost all schools have a specific behav-
ior management plan that is administered consistently
in the school. Students are typically described as well
mannered, disciplined, polite, cooperative, and motivat-
ed. Students who choose to attend these charter schools
agree to challenges (along with their parents) regard-
ing the completion of a rigorous academic curriculum
and, in most cases, extensive homework. Schools typi-
cally have a student waiting list for enroliment.

Attention to prerequisite knowledge and skills lays a foun-
dation for student success. Even though effective charter
schools use a wide range of curricular and instructional
approaches to support student learning, one consistent
theme across schools was attention to building a strong
foundation of knowledge and skills that allows students
to succeed at increasingly higher levels. Reading com-
prehension, mathematics, and writing are viewed as
critically important to advanced learning. Schools
serving disadvantaged student populations commonly
enrich the curriculum to build students’ background
knowledge through field trips, service learning, and
real-world activities. Educators speak of teaching for
success instead of remediating failure.

Student accomplishments, beyond state-mandated tests, are
expected. High-performing charter schools, although
pleased to be recognized by the state for achieving
Exemplary or Commended status and high passing
rates on TAAS, believe there are other even more

important student goals to be accomplished.
Successful performance in high school, acceptance to
and success in colleges or universities, performance
on alternative assessments, and acquisition of social
skills needed for everyday life are examples of other
student learning outcomes valued by schools.

Parents are committed to student academic support.
Although parents may or may not be involved in the
day-to-day activities of these charter schools due to time
and work constraints, they almost invariable lend strong
support for their children’s academic achievement
through actions such as assisting with homework,
checking on progress, visiting the school, communi-
cating regularly with teachers, and supporting disci-
plinary actions.

Schools have strong organizational supports and community
connections. Effective charter schools have highly
engaged administrative leaders who assume roles as
needed, including, for example, academic leader,
teacher/substitute teacher, financial manager, or jani-
tor. These schools also receive strong support from
governing boards that generally include a blend of
professionals (e.g., business, law, finance, health, high-
er education), community members, and parents.
Boards typically are not involved in day-to-day school
management but instead provide guidance, oversight
for financial activities, expertise needed by the school,
and assistance with fund raising and resource acquisi-
tion. Overall, these schools have strong community
connections that contribute to their success.

The Profiles

Profiles for individual schools, presented in the fol-
lowing sections, introduce readers to charter schools’
varying missions, student populations, organizational
features, educational approaches, and student learn-
ing outcomes.

Financial Data and Teacher Characteristics for High-Performing Charter Schools

Revenue and Expenditure*

Revenue
State

83%
43%
23%
83%
91%
89%
56%
83%
95%
7%
39%

Fed.

12%
9%
1%
3%
4%
1%

30%

12%
5%

15%
9%

Local
4%
48%
75%
14%
5%
10%
14%
6%
0%
8%
52%

School

Encino School

KIPP Academy

Mainland Preparatory Academy
NYOS Charter School

Seashore Learning Center
The North Hills School

YES College Preparatory School
Focus Learning Academy

John H. Wood Charter School
All charters

Traditional public schools

$10,378 17

$13,305 2

Teachers**
Hold Yrs
Degree Exp

100% 12.0
88% 3.9
100% 7.9
93% 5.1
100% 7.0
96% 7.1
87% 4.5
92% 7.1
100% 9.5
84% 5.4
99% 11.9

Turn-
over
20%
A7)
53%
35%
58%
32%
44%
21%
83%
49%
16%

Per-
Pupil #

$6,365 4

Average
Salary

$34,757
$37,054
$33,710
$34,497
$28,177
$31,890
$37,655
$33,097
$44,501
$29,343
$39,232

$9,848 18
$7,104 30
$5,099 9
$5.506 66
$8,886 30
$7,744 36

$6,762
$7,851

Source: *Actual financial data for all funds, PEIMS 2001-02. **AEIS reports 2001-02.




Encino School

ENCINO

“It was like fighting City Hall.” But, when faced
with what would be a daunting task for any com-
munity—keeping their only school open—
Encino’s students, parents, teachers, administra-
tors, and residents banded together and did just
that. This small rural South Texas community, with
a total population numbering fewer than 200, has
had an elementary school since 1927. When
Brooks County Independent School District (1SD)
wanted to close Encino’s elementary school and
bus students, adding as much as two hours daily
commute time to even some kindergartners’ days,
Encino residents said “no.” After a three-year, on-
again off-again relationship with Brooks County
ISD, during which the ISD closed, reopened, then
again closed the small school, Encino School was
granted a charter in 1998. Although many charter
schools were formed to serve a special population
or fulfill a specific academic emphasis, Encino
School’s mission was simpler: “It was just a matter
of having a school for the community,” says princi-
pal Robert Gonzales.

Student and School Characteristics
Encino School serves 67 students in grades pre-

kindergarten through 8. Approximately 97 per-
cent of the students are Hispanic, and 94 percent

are classified as economically disadvantaged. With
only one special education student and just a
handful of limited English proficiency students,
the school is too small to have staff specifically des-
ignated to such special groups, but contracts for
these services as needed. Using combined grades
(i.e., 2nd and 3rd graders in the same classroom)
allows only four teachers, one instructional aide,
and one administrator to serve the needs of the
school and its students. Teachers echo the princi-
pal’s comment about the school: “It’s a family
thing.” With more than 30 years experience, the
principal takes his responsibility as the head of the
family seriously. When queried about his role, he
replied, “Basically my duties are everything dealing
with the school: transportation, maintenance, cafe-
teria, special ed director, counselor, assistant prin-
cipal, principal. Anything that has to do with run-
ning this school.” Teachers agree, calling him “A
jack of all trades and master of all,” and report
that in addition to occasionally handling students’
relatively minor discipline problems, he changes
light bulbs, mops, and cleans. The principal is just
as complimentary of the teaching staff and is
proud that all the teachers are certified. He
believes that certification, along with the teachers’
classroom experience, gives Encino School an
advantage over other charter schools because of
the continuity such factors provide.




Many decisions affecting the school are made collabo-
ratively. For example, the school recently needed to
replace both the school’s secretary and bus driver.
After initial recruitment efforts by the principal, can-
didates’ resumes were forwarded to teachers and
board members for review. With regard to profession-
al development opportunities, teachers may attend
workshops and instruction of their choice, but it is at
their discretion. As the principal notes, teachers do
not like to be out of the classroom, and as long as
things in the classroom are proceeding as they
should, there is no need to require that teachers
attend training. Teachers do have regular staff devel-
opment days during which they discuss, for example,
curriculum alignment and standardized testing issues.
However, because of the small staff size and limited
number of students, teachers know each other and
the students quite well and discuss issues when the
need arises rather than waiting until designated times.

Educational Program

At the school’s center, for teachers, administrator,
and board members, are the children. Encino
School’s curriculum approach is quite simple, focus-
ing on the basics—reading, writing, and math. The
heart of the curriculum, however, may be language
arts. Children practice oral reading, phonics, and
vocabulary words every day and work on their hand-
writing each day. Although Encino School uses state-
adopted textbooks, they distinguish their curricular
approach from traditional school districts. Rather
than relying on specialized academic centers or
manipulatives, Encino School teachers prefer a more
skills-based approach: “Here it’s more...write me num-
bers 1 through 20, write me numbers counting by

School Characteristics

Founded 1998
Grades Pre-K to 8
Enrollment 67
Daily schedule 7:50 a.m. to 3 p.m.

Days of instruction 180

Student attendance rate 97.3%
Student dropout rate 0%

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

twos to 50, things like that where it’s more struc-
tured.” Encino School also eschews canned commer-
cial programs purportedly assisting with standardized
test preparation, again preferring to concentrate on
“teaching the basics—the reading, the writing, the
math.” As teachers note, teaching these basics covers
the essential elements proscribed by the TEA and
adequately prepares their students for standardized
assessments such as the newly mandated TAKS (Texas
Assessment of Knowledge and Skills).

The instructional approach at Encino School is some-
what unique because of the combined grade group-
ing. Although teachers generally prefer to actively
teach to only one grade level at a time, while the
other grade levels in the same classroom do seatwork,
there is inevitable overlap in the instruction. As one
teacher notes, an overhead transparency projected
for one grade level will catch other students’ atten-
tion. Teachers may try to incorporate the lower grade
levels in the instruction if the students’ capabilities
permit; regardless, the students are at least somewhat
exposed to the higher-level material. This atmosphere
promotes collaborative learning, and students in
upper grades are also allowed to more formally tutor
their lower grade-level classmates, a practice teachers
say is especially valuable given the classroom environ-

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Number of instructional aides
Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teachers with 1-5 years experience
Teacher average years experience
Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

4
1

16.8to 1
0%

50%
12.0
20%

0%

25%
$34,575
$47,077




ment. Both teachers and students benefit from the
instructional continuity afforded when teachers
have students in their class over multiple years. As
the principal expressed, “[ The teachers] are
always working with [students] to work at their
grade level because the following year the
teacher’s going to have the same student and the
student’s going to be in a different grade level.”

And, although standardized testing preparation is
not the school’s instructional focus, teachers do
take advantage of the combined grades to
enhance test scores because it allows them to know
their students’ academic strengths—and weakness-
es—thoroughly. When one teacher’s student did
not perform as well as expected on one TAAS sub-
test, she responded by providing him with extra
practice materials in that section the following
year. Thus, although the student was grade-level
promoted, the classroom structure provided for
the instructional continuity he needed to correct
specific academic weaknesses.

Both students and teachers would like to see more
technology incorporated into classroom learning,
especially Internet connectivity, and more oppor-
tunities for extracurricular activities such as band
and sports. Students, however, like the small
school environment and appreciate their teachers’
efforts, frequently saying that “[the teachers]
never give up on us.” Students’ satisfaction is, per-
haps, mirrored by their good behavior. Discipline
problems are few and far between, and teachers
and administrators alike describe Encino School’s
students as well mannered, polite, and “family ori-
ented.” Teachers believe the time saved by not hav-
ing to constantly wrestle with disciplinary prob-

School Finance

$6,365
$2,995

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 4%
State revenue 83%
Federal revenue 12%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

lems, as some of them did when teaching in other
schools, contributes substantially to the school’s
learning environment. As one says, “All of our
time is teaching...these kids are here to learn and
they do.”

Parental Involvement

Parental involvement also contributes substantially
to the school’s success story. A board member
attributes one reason for success to the “interac-
tion between the board and the community and
the parents. It’s a very, very tight-knit community
and that’s probably the greatest strength. The par-
ents feel comfortable enough to...come and talk to
anybody.” Parents also are involved at the campus
level, and teachers and administrators say all they
have to do is make a request and the parents are
at the school, making decorations, photocopying
materials, chaperoning trips. As one teacher says,
“My parents are in and out all day long.” Although
the community and school’s smallness undoubted-
ly facilitates communication between parents and
teachers, teachers note the difference between
parental involvement at Encino School and other
schools where they have taught. Parents are not
afraid to call teachers at home to ask how their
child is doing in school and to ask what else they
can do to help their child’s progress. Parents also
are welcome in the classroom. One teacher, with
16 years experience, says, “What’s so amazing
about this school is a parent can come in, knock
on your door, wants to sit there. | love it.” Parents
also make their expectations clear to their chil-
dren. Another teacher, with more than 30 years
experience, said the parents tell their children,




“You’re going to school because you’re going to go
learn, and if they don’t, the parents will see to it that
they come and learn.” Additionally, due probably in
small part to Encino’s size and in large part to the
affection community members feel for each other
and the school, “surrogate” parents—Encino resi-
dents without elementary-aged children—provide
additional support, such as cash and donations, to
the school.

Governance

When asked about the strengths of Encino School’s
governing board, a board member, also a retired
nurse and community member for more than 55
years says, “Number one, our love for the school.”
Board members regularly visit the school, have lunch
with the children, or just peek into classrooms. She
summarizes the board’s commitment to the school:
“Of course most of [the children] know me or most
of them know all of us...It makes you feel like you’re
going to work like a dog to keep this school going.”
Seven local ranchers, businesspeople, and other pro-
fessionals comprise the board. All board members
have deep community roots, and one, a board mem-
ber since the school’s inception, grew up in Encino
and attended elementary school in the same building
now housing the school. He describes the board’s
role as “[making] sure that the children have the
education and the facilities and everything available
to them for a good, rounded education.” An excel-
lent relationship exists between board members and
between the board and the school’s principal. The
board oversees and monitors the school’s ongoing
operation but does not try to “micromanage.” Their
primary concern is providing Encino’s children with

the best education possible, and the principal says of
the board, “Their number one priority is kids.”

Accomplishments

Encino School’s family atmosphere works. TAAS
results for 2002 show that at least 80 percent of stu-
dents in all grades tested (3rd through 8th) passed
both the reading and math sections of the test, with
7th graders passing both sections at 100 percent.
These high scores contributed to the school’s 2001-02
Exemplary designation. Additionally, with an atten-
dance rate of more than 97 percent, Encino School
was awarded TEA’s Gold Performance Acknowledgment
(GPA) for attendance. The GPA system acknowledges
high performance on several factors critical for aca-
demic success.

“The community was very adamant in keeping this
school open,” states the principal. Although the com-
munity and the school are small, their vision for
Encino’s schoolchildren is not:

Our goal is to provide a quality education...and
make sure that when our kids leave here that
they’re capable of handling the next phase of
their education...A lot of our students...have
been valedictorians at the high school level
and it’s because of the home environment, it’s
because of the school, it’s because they’re pre-
pared to handle whatever it is that they have
to handle at the high school level...How far
do you want to go? How far you want to go is
really up to you.

Campus Accountability Rating TAAS Percent Passing
TAAS Reading TAAS Math
2000 2001 2002 2001 2002

2000 Acceptable
2001 Recognized

2002 Exemplary Grade 3

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report. Grade 4
Grade 5
Grade 6
Grade 7
Grade 8

- 66.7 80.0 - 60.0 80.0
100.0 - 100.0 - 833
889 878 923 947 970
100.0 833 - 100.0 -
83.3 83.3 100.0 83.3 100.0
100.0 - 80.0 - 80.0

Source: AEIS reports.




KIPP Academy |

HOUSTON

Motivational slogans, aimed at raising students’
expectations for success, are everywhere—printed
on blackboards, painted on wall banners, stenciled
on sidewalks. One favorite may be this: Work
Hard, Be Nice. Work hard, they do. KIPP Academy
students agree to spend more time in school com-
pared to their traditional public school peers.
They and their teachers experience a longer
school day, in addition to Saturday school and
summer school. Teachers are readily available,
providing students with home phone, cellular, and
pager numbers and responding to a toll-free num-
ber for student homework questions and emergen-
cies. And nice? Yes, they are. Students call their
teachers “ma’am” and “sir,” hold doors open for
their teachers and for each other, and raise their
hands in the classroom. Houston’s KIPP
(Knowledge is Power Program) Academy takes its
stated mission very seriously: To prepare students
with the academic skills, intellectual habits, and
qualities of character necessary to succeed in high
school, college, and the competitive world beyond.

Student and School Characteristics

Although an open-enrollment charter school,
KIPP Academy’s 338 students are predominately
minority (78 percent Hispanic and 19 percent

African American) and low-income (90 percent
qualify for free or reduced lunch). As Director
Elliott Witney says, “If we could screen, we proba-
bly would screen for the lowest-achieving kids
because our point is any kid can learn if you put
them in an environment where they feel a struc-
ture and support and it’s fun.” Most students are
in grades 5 through 8, with a handful of students
attending grade 9 at KIPP due to special circum-
stances. Class sizes are somewhat larger than aver-
age at KIPP, with approximately 30 students per
class, but students report that the overall small
school size helps compensate for the larger class
sizes. The director has been at KIPP’s helm for just
longer than a year. Like many charter school
administrators, he reports having many roles,
including academic leader and financial manager.
One important role, according to the director, is
this: “I’m accountable to our board of directors
and our superintendent to make sure that what
we’re doing is great as opposed to mediocre.”

Teachers at KIPP come from all walks of life. Some
are recent college graduates, and others came to
teaching from the business world; some have tradi-
tional or alternative certification and others are
not certified. Discussing teacher certification, the
school’s director says, “You can have uncertified
teachers who are outstanding, and you can have




certified teachers who are not.” One of the most
important qualities for teachers at KIPP is the willing-
ness to work hard for the benefit of the children.
Although there are no requirements or incentives for
professional development, teachers may choose from
a wide variety of training opportunities offered both
locally and nationally. Teachers also have several staff
development days each year.

Educational Program

One difference between KIPP Academy and other
schools is the amount of time students spend in class.
Students attend classes from 7:25 a.m. until 5 p.m.
Monday through Thursday, from 7:25 a.m. until 4 p.m.
on Friday, for four hours every other Saturday, and
for one month each summer. Students also face
between two and three hours of homework each
night. Using a college preparatory curriculum, KIPP
gives extra emphasis to the core content areas, such
as math, English, history, and science, especially dur-
ing students’ first two years. Students also receive
instruction in Thinking Skills (grade 5) and Study
Skills (grade 6). In grades 7 and 8, students may par-
ticipate in organized athletics and enrichment activi-
ties as long as academics remain a priority and their
grades remain high. Additionally, grades 7 and 8 have
study hall and assigned silent reading time daily. KIPP
stresses the importance of reading regularly, and
rather than assigning students books, which may be
above or below their capabilities, students are allowed
to choose books “at their comprehension level so that
they read with the experience of deep comprehen-
sion, so that they know when they’re not compre-
hending.” Teachers have the freedom to deliver con-
tent as they desire, but all constantly monitor stu-

School Characteristics

Founded

Grades

Enrollment

Daily schedule (M-Th)
Daily schedule (F)

1994

5t09

338

7:25a.m. to 5 p.m.
7:25a.m. to 4 p.m.

Saturday (two per month) 9:15 a.m. to 1:05 p.m.

Summer (four weeks)
Student attendance rate
Student dropout rate

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

7:25a.m. to 2 p.m.
99.1%
0%

dents for comprehension and understanding. As one
teacher says, “The process, it’s reflective. Like okay,
wait, this isn’t working? | need to go back and
redesign my curriculum....” Another says, “We’re real-
ly trying to teach for understanding and not just cov-
erage.” Teachers and administrators also communi-
cate regularly with KIPP alumni about their post-KIPP
academic progress. If a former student indicates, for
example, that he or she is having difficulties with
grammar, KIPP teachers focus on correcting that par-
ticular knowledge gap before sending their current
charges on to high school.

KIPP teachers approach instruction and instructional
methods collaboratively. In addition to regular formal
and frequent impromptu meetings to discuss student
achievement, teachers will sometimes switch grade-

level classrooms (i.e., the 4th-grade math teacher will
teach the 5th-grade class and vice versa) just to make
sure they are on the “right track.” This allows teachers
to identify and correct potential problems or knowl-
edge gaps before student grade-level promotion occurs.

The first year for KIPP students, grade 5, is a founda-
tion-building year. For example, the director calls
fifth-grade math a “Swiss cheese class,” in which
instruction is geared toward “filling in the holes” or

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Number of instructional aides
Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teachers with 1-5 years experience
Teacher average years experience
Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

16.8

0
202to1
5.8%
75.9%
3.9
47.1%
11.7%
18.3%
$37,054
$54,757



gaps in basic mathematical understanding.
English in grade 5 focuses on reading and writ-
ing. Rather than just teaching reading skills, how-
ever, the goal is to make students “life-long lovers
of reading.” Students are encouraged to read as
much as possible during the school year, and stu-
dents often complete between 40 and 60 books.
The science curriculum also follows a logical pro-
gression and again focuses on building a strong
foundation. When possible, the curriculum is tai-
lored to coincide with other learning experi-
ences. For example, grade 6 students’ yearly end-
of-semester field trip is a camping trip to Utah—
thus, instruction focuses on earth science in
preparation for the trip.

In addition to teaching traditional academic
skills, teachers structure classes to teach and
encourage strong organizational skills. Most
teachers, for example, have their students man-
age their daily accumulation of notes, projects,
and tests in files or binders. At the end of the
year, the student has a well-organized resource
that can be referred to as needed. As KIPP’s
director notes, classes are structured to “get the
kids to operate like a university student would.”

Teachers suggest that KIPP’s student manage-
ment strategies also contribute substantially to
the learning environment. Students must “earn”
everything at KIPP, from their seat on the first
class day, to the monthly and yearly field trips, to
the right to wear a gold-colored shirt as an 8th
grader. As one teacher says, time and energy
spent on classroom discipline take time and ener-
gy away from classroom learning. Behavior infrac-
tions, ranging from acting up in class to failure to

School Finance

Per-pupil expenditure $10,378
Per-pupil for instruction $7,430
Local revenue 48%
State revenue 43%
Federal revenue 9%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

complete homework assignments, accumulate as
“strikes;” enough strikes and certain privileges are
taken away. Students may also earn rewards for
good behavior or for jobs (re-shelving library
books, for example) performed around the school.

KIPP also supports students who need a little extra
help. An after-school program is in place (from 5
until 8:30 p.m.) for students who are having orga-
nizational, time management, or study skills prob-
lems or difficulties with consistently completing
homework assignments. There is also staff support
for student and family outreach and a high
school/college counselor. Outside services, such
as social services, are contracted out when a need
arises. Bottom line, KIPP’s philosophy is simply
stated if not simply accomplished: “Just do whatev-
er it takes for [students] to be successful.”

Parental Involvement

Parents (and students and teachers) must sign a
Commitment to Excellence Form when their child
enrolls at KIPP Adacemy. In addition to commit-
ting to typical standards, such as the school’s
schedule and dress code and their child’s regular
attendance, parents agree to “Always help our
child in the best way we know how, and [to] do
whatever it takes for him/her to learn.” A big part
of this commitment includes checking homework
nightly. Although the commitment is not legally
binding, the director has no trouble reminding a
parent of the initial commitment when necessary:
“After they signed it two years ago, they sometimes
forget their commitment, so you pull it back out
and say remember this?”




The director prefers to speak of parental involvement
in terms of “parental support,” saying, “Primarily what
we ask of our parents is that they ensure that our kids
do their homework and they come to school.” Parents
do help out in other ways. The Parents’ Association
helps fundraise for the school and for scholarships by
selling concessions at sporting events; other parents
assist by chaperoning on KIPP’s frequent outings or by
helping out around the campus. Parents also feel free
to check in with teachers or administrators about their
child’s academic progress. Additionally, “paychecks,”
detailing students’ behavior, a part of KIPP’s ongoing
student management strategy, go home with the stu-
dents each week for a parental review and signature.

Governance

KIPP Academy’s 16-member board includes CEOs,
bankers, attorneys, community volunteers, and KIPP
parents. The board’s contribution to the school is pri-
marily in the financial arena. They assisted with a $7
million capital campaign for KIPP’s current facility
and are now helping fundraise for campus improve-
ments, including the elimination of several temporary
structures. Additionally, the board is assisting with a
five-year plan designed to contribute to the school’s
ongoing stability. There are also several board-mem-
ber committees (e.g., finance, education, develop-
ment) that meet regularly. The board is also the
school’s champion. “They...support what we do and
get out in the community and share what we do,” says
the director.

Campus Accountability Rating

p0[00] Exemplary
2001 Exemplary

2002 Exemplary
Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

Grade 5
Grade 6
Grade 7
Grade 8
Grade 9

Accomplishments

Students’ and teachers’ hard work has paid off. KIPP
Academy has been rated as Exemplary by the TEA
each year since 1994, its founding year. In 2002, the
most recent year for which statistics are available, 99
percent or more of all KIPP students passed both the
reading and math sections of the TAAS test. Perhaps
even more remarkably, 100 percent of grades 6
through 8 students passed both sections in 2002
(results are similar for 2000 and 2001). KIPP also is
very proud of the fact that they claim no exemptions,
meaning that every KIPP student is tested.

Additionally, KIPP Academy received TEA’s Gold
Performance Acknowledgment, which recognizes high
performance on other factors contributing to overall
academic success, for an attendance rate of more
than 99 percent in 2002. But how do the students feel
about KIPP? This student’s comment, when asked
what she likes best about KIPP, is representative: “[I
like] how you can come here and feel safe and know
that you’re going to have a good education for the
future.”

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Math
2001

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

TAAS Reading
2000 2001 2002

929 968 99.0
98.4 100.0 100.0
100.0 100.0 100.0
100.0 100.0 100.0

2002

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

Source: AEIS reports.




Mainland Preparatory Academy

TEXAS CITY

“Mainland Prep is not for everyone—the teachers
have to do more and so do the students, but they
get more in return.” Mainland Preparatory
Academy, located in Texas City, a suburb of

Houston, was founded by a “group of friends” con-

cerned about public education in Texas. After
some research, and a look at the “horrible” test
scores for minority children, Mainland
Preparatory opened in August 1998 with 185 stu-
dents. It was a community success from the begin-
ning—the first day of registration saw a waiting
line wrapped around the building, and the school
has been granted permission to increase enroll-
ment to 700 next year.

Mainland Preparatory Academy’s mission state-
ment reflects both its commitment to academic
excellence and community service: “To provide a
quality education to its students through a struc-
tured program of basic skills acquisition. The pro-
gram of activities is designed to prepare students
to be productive, valuable members of society
while building a strong foundation of knowledge
and essential skills.”

Student and School Characteristics

The 284 students at Mainland Preparatory
Academy are predominantly African American (90
percent), with 6 percent Hispanic and 3 percent
White; less than half the students (47 percent) are
classified as economically disadvantaged. The
attendance rate for the last two school years has
topped 97 percent. Students describe the aca-
demic program as challenging, the teachers as car-
ing, and the environment as family-like. They
know that a lot is expected of them, both inside
and outside of school. One focus of the school is
community service, and students regularly donate
their time to a wide range of area causes including
food drives and as ushers at the Galveston Grand
Opera House.

“Responsibility” and “accountability” are themes
that both students and teachers hear often,
especially from the school’s co-founders and
administrators Diane Merchant and Wilma Green.
Students, enrolled in grades pre-kindergarten
through 8, must wear uniforms and are not
allowed to wear tennis shoes. The administrators
of the school believe that these rules place the
emphasis on what is in the students’ minds, not on
what is on the students’ bodies, thus leveling the




playing field for all Mainland students. The school
does not provide lunch or transportation (parents are
required to drop off and pick up their children at
school), preferring instead to use these funds to
improve the school’s educational program and
instructional quality. Nor does the school have an
organized sports program—the entire emphasis is on
academic excellence.

The school employs approximately 17 teachers, and
has a teacher-to-student ratio of about 17 to 1. One
comment is common to many Mainland teachers—*I
get to teach here”—and teachers report that they are
able to do whatever it takes to get the job done. As
one teacher says, “l get to teach. The majority of the
kids here want to learn...In public schools teachers
tend to...go on with the ones who are keeping up.
Here | feel we’re able to get that particular child
and...find out what the problem is so we can deal
with it. And it may not be...that they don’t want to
[learn].” Students substantiate this point of view: says
one student, “The teachers cared [at my other
school], but if you didn’t get it they weren’t going to
sit there after school and try to help you, but here
they like to.” The school’s co-founders, who taught
during Mainland’s first year to set an example for
teachers, strongly encourage this level of commit-
ment. Teachers are offered one-year contracts to facil-
itate the dismissal of “nonproductive” teachers; teach-
ers must hold degrees and certification is strongly
encouraged. More than half of Mainland’s teachers
have children attending the school.

Teachers look to the school’s administrators for assis-
tance and guidance. The administrators report serv-
ing as attendance clerks, “breakfast people,” and

School Characteristics

Founded 1998
Grades PK to 8
Enrollment 284
Daily schedule 8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.

Days of instruction 185

Student attendance rate 97.7%
Student dropout rate 0%

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

human resource managers. Teachers concur, saying
administrators do everything from “scrubbing floors
to raising money to sweeping to helping teachers
develop their teaching style.” In addition to after-
school tutoring and substitute teaching, administra-
tors make home visits. Visits are “not just for bad
behavior,” because they also want parents to know
that “we don’t just bring bad news, but that we bring
good tidings, too.”

Educational Program

The academic approach at Mainland Preparatory
Academy is based on a core knowledge curriculum.
The acquisition of reading skills is paramount; next is
the acquisition of math skills. Other curricular knowl-
edge, such as science and social studies, is taught
through the reading curriculum. The “teachable
moment” begins in pre-kindergarten—administrators
say, “Our pre-K children are reading by October, and
it’s not harsh, it’s not cruel. It’s based on a very
strong phonics approach.” One teacher describes the
curriculum as “going beyond the basics” partnered
with “high expectations.” As both teachers and
administrators note, the school does not emphasize
teaching to standardized tests such as the TAAS or
the TAKS, instead saying, “We feel that passing the
TAAS or the TAKS test should just be a logical conse-
quence of having been taught the skills you need for
everyday life.” Although Mainland students, parents,
and teachers agree that the workload is heavy, one of
the goals of the school is to teach students “nothing
good comes easy.”

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Number of instructional aides
Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teachers with 1-5 years experience
Teacher average years experience
Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

17.8

1
169to 1
11.9%
58.4%
7.9
YR
0%
11.9%
$33,710
$67,400




Students in upper grades are encouraged to take
classes for which they can obtain high school cred-
it, and many students leave Mainland Preparatory
with credits in Algebra I, World Geography, and
Spanish (all students are required to take Spanish
in all grades). In general, high school finds
Mainland Preparatory students well prepared for
its rigors. As administrators say, “We’ve graduated
two groups on to high school, and people have
said they can tell a Mainland Prep student—they
come prepared with an underlying body of knowl-
edge, and they want to do well in school. That is
one thing we really focus on—this is not a place
where it’s okay to be mediocre.” Teachers use a
variety of activities and projects to promote stu-
dent learning, believing that hands-on activities
facilitate student comprehension. According to
students, activities have included a science project
built around plant identification, and a math proj-
ect on “how things work in the environment” that
took them out-of-doors with cameras. One favorite
recurring project for both students and the com-
munity is a “Living Museum.” Students research
and role-play a historical person who “comes to
life” when a participant rings their bell. Projects
such as this, students say, provide them opportuni-
ties to learn about different cultures, backgrounds,
and countries.

Students also enjoy a variety of extracurricular and
special activities. Mainland Preparatory has an active
student government, participates in National
Junior Honor Society, and recently participated in
University Interscholastic League choir for the first
time. In addition to numerous trips to local muse-
ums and facilities such as the Galveston Grand

School Finance

$9,848
$3,669

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 75%
State revenue 23%
Federal revenue 1%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

Opera House, students have taken field trips to
Europe, Chicago, and the East Coast. Students
also took a train trip to visit Lamar University in
Beaumont, Texas, simply because “train travel was
such an important part of history.” Administrators
believe field trips give students a valuable “point of
reference” that they would not otherwise have.

High student expectations also extend beyond the
classroom. One teacher says that when observing
her students at the Science Fair, she does more
than just observe their project knowledge—she
looks at their behavior because “We try to teach
them...that when you’re in front of a group of peo-
ple this is what you need to do and how you need
to do it.” Students agree that presentation skills
are an important part of their education. As one
student says, “When we get up in front of people
or our classmates it helps boost our confidence
and helps us for later in life to be able to get up in
front of a lot of people.” The curriculum is also
designed to reflect students’ involvement in the
community, and one teacher says, “l guess I'm
preparing them for their life experiences...We’re
teaching [students] how to interact with individu-
als...a simple hello, holding the door for some-
body. Basic manners.” Each spring, sixth graders
take an etiquette course, which administrators
believe “[is] important in this fast food world.”

Parental Involvement

Administrators and teachers see a difference
between parental involvement at Mainland
Preparatory Academy and schools where they have




previously served. One teacher reports that parents
seem to care more and believes one important differ-
ence is that parents must drop off and pick up their
children at school: “In the public school, kids walk
home and you didn’t see the parents at all. You might
try to contact them and can’t...but here you have to
pick up your child...You see the parents.” According
to the teacher, this kind of regular, informal contact
helps parents see that coming to the school and talk-
ing to teachers is “not a scary situation.” In return, par-
ents are asked to be involved in every aspect of the
homework process and to accept that attending
Mainland Preparatory is a lot of work for both stu-
dents and parents. As one teacher says, “[Parents]
must be involved in this school. There is no way a stu-
dent will be able to really do well unless [they are].”
Parents also are involved in other aspects of the school
such as field trips, and so many parents attend special
events (such as the Living Museum) that larger facili-
ties must be rented to accommodate them. Students
feel that the smallness of the school also contributes
to a higher level of parental involvement.

Governance

A six-member board meets 10 times a year and
includes a special education teacher, a college profes-
sor, a benefits manager, and a nurse. The school’s
administrators are nonvoting members of the board
and report that the board members have professions
they can “lean on” in planning for school services.
The board manages the fiscal responsibilities while
expecting school administrators to make recommen-
dations and “manage the day-to-day operations.”

Campus Accountability Rating

2000 Acceptable
2001 Recognized

2002 Exemplary
Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

Grade 3
Grade 4
Grade 5
Grade 6
Grade 7
Grade 8

Accomplishments

In just two years, Mainland Preparatory Academy has
moved from Acceptable to Exemplary in the state’s
accountability system. The move to Exemplary status
is reflected by steady improvement in TAAS reading
and math scores for all grade levels. Improvement is
especially apparent as students move to grades 6, 7,
and 8, with passing rates near 100 percent for these
grades, suggesting a positive cumulative effect on aca-
demic success as a factor of time spent at Mainland
Preparatory.

In addition to standardized test scores, another indi-
cator of academic excellence is students’ success post-
Mainland Preparatory. Alumnus regularly make
honor role and are included in honor societies at
their respective high schools and report back to
Mainland teachers that high school work is a “piece
of cake.” Teachers and administrators believe that
Mainland students are well prepared, academically
and personally, for high school and beyond and take
great pride in their students’ successes. As school
administrators say, “The children are the reason that
we’re here, and we try not to lose sight of that. And
no matter what’s going on, the other stuff can wait
but that teachable moment, that reachable moment,
can’t wait for a child.”

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Math
2001

94.4
92.6
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

TAAS Reading
2000 2001 2002

77.8 861 944
938 889 974
938 933 96.0
100.0 100.0 100.0
87.5 941 100.0
100.0 100.0

2002

97.1
97.4
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

Source: AEIS reports.




NYQOS Charter School

AUSTIN

When asked why they started NYOS Charter
School, school founders state simply, “We knew
there was a better way.” Determined to live up to
its name, Not Your Ordinary School (NYOS)
opened its doors in 1998 to students in grades
kindergarten through grade 7 and has expanded
to add one grade level each year since. The school
was founded by a group of educators who had

worked together for many years in traditional pub-

lic schools and were somewhat frustrated by their
experience with increasingly larger enrollments,
test-driven instructional methods, and curricular
modification accompanying each administration
change. As the NYOS principal explains, the
group was motivated by commitment to a curricu-
lar and instructional approach they felt was very
effective and wanted the freedom to implement
the approach consistently over time. NYOS strives
to incorporate an innovative curriculum with the
vision that “every child realizes their maximum
potential.”

Student Characteristics

NYOS currently has two campuses in Austin serv-
ing somewhat different student populations. The
school began at its Gessner campus and has since
expanded to a new building on Lamar Boulevard.

Currently, the Gessner campus serves students in
grades pre-kindergarten through 2 and the Lamar
campus serves grades kindergarten through 11. In
2001-02, NYOS enrolled a total of 262 students at
its two campuses. Overall, NYOS students are pre-
dominately White (72 percent), with small per-
centages Hispanic (13 percent) and African
American (13 percent). Approximately 14 percent
of students are classified as economically disadvan-
taged, and 6 percent qualify for special education
services. These overall averages, however, do not
reflect the differing demographic characteristics of
the two campuses. The Gessner campus serves a
more ethnically and economically diverse popula-
tion; almost half (44 percent) its students are
African American and 58 percent are economical-
ly disadvantaged.

School Characteristics

Aside from serving different grade levels, the edu-
cational program and schedule at NYOS’ two cam-
puses are the same. Students attend classes the typ-
ical 180 days per year; however, the school uses a
year-round calendar with two- to three-week inter-
cessions scheduled each quarter. Additionally, the
attendance rate is quite high (96 percent), and
there are no student dropouts.




The administrative structure of NYOS is minimal,
including a principal (who also serves as counselor),
an assistant principal, and a business administrator.
NYOS has 24 teachers, with the majority (54 percent)
having between one and five years teaching experi-
ence, and some (17 percent) having advanced
degrees.

Though administrators report that recruiting teach-
ers initially was somewhat difficult due to the uncer-
tainty of charter schools and lower pay compared to
traditional public schools, this is no longer a problem
and the school receives dozens of applications for any
open position. Due to funding limitations and small
school size, administrators seek to hire teachers who
have multiple skills or areas of expertise. NYOS also
strives to keep pay scales comparable to neighboring
school districts to attract qualified teachers. Teachers
also are included in the hiring process to a large
extent. “I’ve never hired a teacher,” states the NYOS
principal, “the staff hires the teachers...the people
they’re going to be working with...that is definitely a
group process.”

NYOS founders believe strongly that every child is
gifted, so they require that all teachers receive gifted

and talented endorsements and special education cer-

tification within two years of being hired. They
believe this requirement ensures that a teacher can
adequately teach every child in a classroom, including
those with special needs. To facilitate further teacher
professional development and collaboration, NYOS
dismisses students early each Friday to allow for facul-
ty meetings. These meetings include a variety of top-
ics and formats. Some weeks are devoted to whole-
group faculty meetings about policy issues, other days
are set aside for vertical team or grade-level meetings.

School Characteristics

Founded
Grades

1997
PKto 2; Kto 11

Enrollment 262
Daily schedule
Days of instruction

8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.

180 (year-round)
Student attendance rate 96%
Student dropout rate 0%

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

This time also is used for formal professional develop-
ment sessions on issues such as discipline. In addi-
tion, administrators report that many teachers use
their time during intercessions to attend professional
development sessions out of town or out of state.

Friday afternoon meetings also allow teachers an
opportunity to voice concerns or suggest programs.
“We can talk about issues and initiate things,” com-
mented one teacher. “Curriculum, management, poli-
cies, anything...of course, it has to be okayed by the
principal, but other than that we have a lot of room
to initiate.” Teachers believe their input is valued, and
the fact that there are several teacher representatives
on the governing board further substantiates teacher
importance. One teacher explained the effect of this
feature on school success: “Teacher input is always
important as far as if you’re thinking about school
and what makes the school successful. Teachers are
respected and our opinions are valued.”

Educational Program

The educational program at NYOS has many unique
characteristics that set it apart from most traditional
public schools. One of the most noticeable differ-

School Staffing

Number of teachers 24

Student-teacher ratio 12to 1
Beginning teachers 8%
Teacher average years experience 5.1
Teacher turnover rate 35%
Teachers with no degree 7%
Teachers with advanced degrees 17%
Average teacher salary $34,497
Average campus administrator salary $50,450
Average central administrator salary $40,001

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.



ences is multi-age grouping. Two or three grade
levels are typically grouped into each section (i.e.,
2-3, 4-5, 9-11). NYOS founders and administra-
tors believe strongly in this approach and its effect
on children’s learning. “Life is multi-age,” com-
ments the NYOS principal, “Families are multi-
age...children learn from each other, not always

the younger learning from the older.” Using multi-

age grouping allows students to stay with the same
teacher for multiple years (i.e., looping). Teachers
say this approach, along with small class sizes
(maximum 15:1 student-teacher ratio), allows
them to be more effective in the classroom. “I
would say one of the biggest and most significant
differences is that you have a chance to develop a
relationship with a kid and learn their learning
style,” explained one teacher. “Usually the classes
are 15 or less, and I’'ll have them for years...even if

I just had them two years, that would be much bet-

ter than having them one year and then passing
them on.” Additionally, students are assigned to
classes by academic ability rather than age. When
questioned about this approach, students say they
benefit. One student commented, “You’re placed
on ability, not so much grade level. If you're a
kindergartner and can do fourth-grade work,
they’re not going to hold you back for that.” To
accommodate multiple grade levels in the same
classroom, an individual learning plan is prepared
for each student. This plan guides teachers in cre-
ating assignments and experiences that best meet
the needs of each student.

This individualized approach also is characteristic
of the instructional methods at NYOS. Whole-

group instruction is very limited and instead teach-

ers primarily work with students individually. This

School Finance

Per-pupil expenditure $7,104
Per-pupil for instruction $3,714
Local revenue 14%
State revenue 83%
Federal revenue 3%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

approach is supported by the school’s lack of
reliance on textbooks. No textbooks are used at
the elementary level; at the high school level, they
are considered just one of many resources avail-
able. One teacher explains this approach: “We use
textbooks as resources...we have to use different
types of resources to kind of pull in the best of
what we think will work.”

Another key component of NYOS’ educational
philosophy is the concept of building personal
power in students. The NYOS principal explains
this idea: “We never do for someone what they can
do for themselves. We are very much on building
personal power in the students, and the only way
to do that is to not enable them to depend on us.”
Based on this approach, teachers say they use
more student-centered, discovery-type methods in
which students have to figure things out for them-
selves. In math, for instance, most teachers write
the majority of their problems. Instead of students
working a set of problems, teachers require stu-
dents to find multiple strategies for solving the
same problem. Even students say that this
approach, while frustrating at times, helps them
learn. “It’s more exploratory, you’re given the
information about a concept, and you have to
explore to find the solution. It’s frustrating some-
times, but you learn something.”

Content-area learning is supported by the use of
specific approaches such as Cognitively Guided
Instruction (CGI) in math and the Literacy
Learning Network (LLN) in reading and language
arts. CGI uses students’ natural problem solving
abilities to help them understand math and solve
problems using a method of their choice instead




of one imposed by the teacher. For reading instruc-
tion, NYOS teachers use the LLN approach, a writing-
to-read model that focuses on students’ writing in the
process of learning to read. More recently, NYOS has
received a grant to focus more attention and profes-
sional development on Integrated Thematic
Instruction. Although only in its beginning stages,
this model will eventually influence classroom atmos-
phere, organization of topical units, and assessment,
as thematic units are incorporated across all subject
areas and grade levels. Like many of the strategies
used at NYOS, administrators believe this approach
most closely resembles what happens in daily life. The
NYOS principal explains: “We just believe very strong-
ly that what you’re learning is integrated...your day
doesn’t have a math section and a reading section
and a science section, it’s all integrated.” To further
support this thematic approach, teachers are encour-
aged to take students on any fieldtrips they feel would
support their learning. Students mentioned trips to
farms, museums, amusement parks, and local busi-
nesses that corresponded to units they were studying.

The notion of building a sense of empowerment in
students is also evident in NYOS disciplinary
approach. Administrators, faculty, and students are
trained in a program called Redirecting Children’s
Behavior (RCB). RCB focuses on offering students
choices and helps teachers (or others) understand a
child’s needs. The assistant principal describes the
program this way:

Kids are given a responsibility to take care of
themselves...it [RCB] just helps you to imple-
ment your program in a way where you are lis-
tening and looking and trying to understand
what it is that is underlying the outward emotion.

“You’ve got to hold to your goals, and primarily, it
is to give kids the opportunity to really learn at their
maximum potential.”

Instead of punishments, natural and logical conse-
guences help students understand the effect of their
behavior. “If you don’t bring your stuff to class,” explains
one teacher, “the natural, logical consequence is
you’re not prepared for class, you can’t do what we’re
doing, it affects your participation grade for today.”

Another feature that sets NYOS apart from most tra-
ditional public schools is its use of authentic assess-
ment. At the elementary level, classes are nongraded,
and teachers rely on portfolios and rubrics to assess
students’ progress. In the upper grade levels, a variety
of assessment techniques are used. Although middle-
school and high-school teachers describe using rubrics
for areas such as writing, some numeric grades are
assigned as well. High school teachers and adminis-
trators struggle with the need to assign grades for stu-
dents applying to colleges while still holding to their
desire for authentic assessment. Currently, NYOS uses
a nontraditional grading scale for high school students
in which 100-94 is an “A”, 93-87 is a “B,” and so forth.
Teachers and administrators, however, are exploring
other grading scales or models of assessment that can
best meet the needs of high school students.

NYOS administrators also use authentic methods in
their approach to teacher appraisal, including obser-
vations by teacher leaders and administrators, self-
evaluations, and discussions with administrators.
According to the NYOS principal, teacher appraisal
focuses on finding teachers’ strengths and challenges
rather than giving a teacher a “grade.” “I want to look
at their strengths,” she explains, “l want to use the
people for the right thing and use their knowledge
that they have, which might be totally unrelated to
their teaching area, to help build the school.”




Parental Involvement

By all accounts, parents play a huge role in the
operation of NYOS. Although parents are required
to spend 20 hours annually volunteering for the
school, administrators and teachers say many par-
ents devote hours beyond the minimum require-
ment. Each campus has a parent volunteer com-
mittee to offer parents an organized means of vol-
unteering. In addition to the typical fundraising
activities, parents are involved with the school on a
daily basis by chaperoning trips, working at book
fairs, and providing teachers with additional
resources for their classrooms. Some parents also
offer valuable services to the school. One NYOS
parent, who also is a registered nurse, provides the
students with periodic hearing and vision tests
required by state regulations. Administrators also
report parents began managing the cafeteria after
the school had problems with the former provider.
In several instances, parents also have made sub-
stantial financial contributions to the school. The
principal reports that during the first two years of
operation, a group of parents provided funds to
give every teacher a small Christmas bonus.
Similarly, one parent offered $1,000 toward the
purchase of a new air conditioner. Administrators
say parents also influence elements of the school’s
educational program, such as minimal homework.
“You don’t just have homework for the sake of hav-
ing homework,” comments the principal. “We
want your evenings to be family time, and | think
that’s another thing that’s helped our parents be
able to enjoy being up here—they’re not having to
do homework with their kids every night, so they
get to have normal family time at night.”

Governance

NYOS’ governing board is composed of 11 mem-
bers representing parents, teachers, administra-
tion, and local business people. The board’s pri-
mary responsibilities center on budgeting, policy,
long-range planning, student recruitment and
retention, and safety issues in addition to adminis-
trative personnel decisions. Board members com-
ment that the relationship between the board and
administration is productive, with the common
goal being the school’s success. “There’s a com-
mon goal,” says one board member. “That’s what
we have here...a real common interest, and that’s a
real uniting force.” The governing board also tries
to be responsive to parents. Besides having four
parent representatives, the board uses an annual
survey to gauge parent concerns. The governing
board formally addresses any issue raised by more
than 10 percent of parents. Although addressing
parents’ concerns is a high priority, board mem-
bers also say outside community members have a
voice. “We have outside people, people from the
community who have no other involvement with
the school...that gives a whole different perspec-
tive,” explains a parent representative on the board.

Accomplishments

Efforts to be extraordinary—through the use of an
innovative curriculum and teaching strategie at
Not Your Ordinary School—seem to be working.
They have garnered high accountability rating and
their students continue to perform well above
state averages on TAAS. Additionally, high per-
centages of NYOS students pass subject-specific




end-of-course exams, with more than 90 percent of
students passing Algebra | and English 11 in 2002.

Although they are proud to be rated an Exemplary
school, NYOS administrators stress that their goals for
students extend well beyond TAAS. They explain that
the way the state classifies schools as Exemplary is
“not necessarily the way that we would classify our-
selves as an exemplary school because the goals that
we have for our kids are not encompassed in the cri-
teria.” From the beginning, NYOS has made a con-
certed effort not to engage in the drill-and-practice
methods commonly associated with standardized test
preparation. Instead, administrators say they focus on
their primary goal—to “give kids the opportunity to
really learn at their maximal potential.”

Campus Accountability Rating TAAS Percent Passing
p0[00] Recognized TAAS Reading TAAS Math
2001 Acceptable 2000 2001 2002 2001 2002

dmE SEnREy Grade 3 100.0 1000 83.3 100.0 941
Source: 2001-02 AEIS report. Grade 4 944 100.0 100.0 1000 92.9
Grade 5 923 1000 947 944 947

Grade 6 100.0 100.0 100.0 91.7 100.0
Source: AEIS reports.




Seashore Learning Center

CORPUS CHRISTI

After years of failed attempts to establish a public
elementary school on Padre Island, Seashore
Learning Center opened as a private school in
1995. The passage of charter school legislation
offered the school an opportunity to become a
public school, and in 1996, it became one of the
first 20 open-enrollment charter schools in Texas.
Serving kindergarten through sixth grade, the
school focuses on providing students a strong
basis, both educationally and socially, for their
future endeavors. Driven by the needs of the local
community, Seashore Learning Center is “dedicat-
ed to developing self-esteem, confidence, and
social skills in each individual student while pro-
viding a foundation for a child's high level of aca-
demic achievement.”

Student Characteristics

In 2001-02, Seashore Learning Center enrolled 139
students at its Padre Island facility. The majority of
these students are White (79 percent), with small
percentages Hispanic (17 percent) and other (4
percent) ethnicities. Compared to the state aver-
age (51 percent), Seashore serves a small propor-
tion (30 percent) of economically disadvantaged
students. Approximately 7 percent of the school’s
students qualify for special education services.

School Characteristics

Seashore Learning Center students follow a tradi-
tional school calendar, attending classes 177 days
per year. School days are relatively short, with
classes from 7:45 a.m. until 2:30 p.m.
Administrators strongly believe that uniforms help
create an equitable environment and limit self-
consciousness; therefore, they are mandatory for
all students.

Seashore employs a small teaching staff (nine
teachers) and has a student-to-teacher ratio of 15
to 1. All teachers are required to be certified, and
11 percent have advanced degrees. Most faculty
(66 percent) have between one and five years
prior teaching experience, and in 2001-02,
Seashore employed no first-year teachers.

The Seashore director describes her role as much
like that of a principal—“guiding the school for-
ward in educational terms, staff development,
[and] student progress;” however, she notes, that
it has a business aspect as well. Although the gov-
erning board makes the final decision regarding
personnel matters, the director and teachers work
together in hiring new staff. “Generally, it has
been a collaborative effort for the personnel deci-
sions. It is not just me making a decision and




choosing people,” says the director. Typically, the
school has few problems recruiting qualified appli-
cants. The director reports that the school received
more than 200 applicants for available positions last
year. The director, however, informs potential candi-
dates that teaching positions come with high expecta-
tions: “One of the types of teachers that we may attract
are those teachers who taught with regular public
education and think they are coming to an easy
option, but actually when they get here, it is not, and
it is very important for me to let them know that.”

Teachers report that professional development is
expected and enthusiastically supported by the direc-
tor. They mention attending sessions on everything
from math assessment to service learning and tech-
nology training. “There are people who are leaving
here for training constantly for something,” says one
teacher. “I would say at least once a month somebody
is getting trained for something.” Although teachers
are not required to attend a specific number of pro-
fessional development sessions, most believe that the
expectation of ongoing learning is part of the
school’s philosophy. “The teachers here feel the need
for that because of the type of philosophy we have
here, and the way we conduct our program here...you
have to be innovative.”

Educational Program

The educational program at Seashore Learning
Center differs from that of most traditional public
schools in a number of ways. With the exception of
kindergarten, students are grouped into multi-age
“modules.” Kindergartners are separated into their
own module due to their social and cognitive needs.

School Characteristics

Founded 1996
Grades K to 6
Enrollment 139
Daily schedule 7:45 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.

Days of instruction 177

96%
N/A

Student attendance rate
Student dropout rate

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

The three remaining modules are formed by combin-
ing two traditional grade levels (i.e., 1-2, 34, 5-6).
The Seashore curriculum integrates the Texas
Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) with E.D.
Hirsch’s Core Knowledge components. Teachers work
together to design thematic units that incorporate all
subject areas.

Instructionally, hands-on learning is highly encour-
aged, and students are expected to take responsibility
for their own learning. “It is not a case of sitting
down and the teacher provides all this information...
There is a lot of very active learning where students
go into situations,” says the director. To meet the
needs of multiple ages and grade levels, teachers uti-
lize heterogeneous instructional groups and homoge-
neous interest groups that help students learn from
one another. To facilitate this type of learning, stu-
dents are not seated in desks in rows but rather at
tables in groups. Though teachers are given curricu-
lar guidance, they have autonomy to design class-
room activities that will best meet the needs of their
students. “We can provide the TEKS to the teachers
and say there is your guidance,” explains the director,
“but how they actually bring that to life is through
cooperative learning, is through the hands-on activi-

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teacher average years experience
Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary
Average central administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

)
15to1
0%

6.9
58.3%
0%
11.0%
$28,177
$28,000
$45,320




ties...all of that really brings it to life. And equally,
I think our kids are encouraged from the moment
they step into school to be independent learners.”

Students also are encouraged to take responsibility
for their learning through the assessment process.
Instead of report cards or progress reports, every
nine weeks students lead a parent-teacher confer-
ence to demonstrate their knowledge and abilities.
Students and teachers present portfolios of the
student’s work, and students exhibit skills they
have learned during the nine-week period. In
addition to being a useful assessment tool, teach-
ers say these conferences help keep them account-
able. One teacher commented, “It really forces me
to be very accountable...we have to have every-
thing pulled together.” Besides these student-led
conferences, teachers also use other assessment
tools such as skills checklists, rubrics, artwork (for
younger students), and informal observational
assessment.

At Seashore, lunchtime is also an important part
of the educational program. Students bring lunch
from home and eat family-style at small tables
complete with placemat, cloth napkins, glass din-
nerware, and silverware. While eating lunch with
their class, teachers reinforce table manners and
etiquette. After lunch, students clean their tables
and wash their own dishes. Although this
approach is sometimes challenging for younger
students, teachers believe the experience teaches
valuable lessons. Some teachers even incorporate
aspects of the lunch process, such as sequencing
and nutrition, into their instruction.

School Finance

Per-pupil expenditure $5,099
Per-pupil for instruction $2,467
Local revenue 14%
State revenue 83%
Federal revenue 3%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

Overall, teachers report that discipline problems
are rare at Seashore. The vast majority of students
are very motivated and eager to learn. When ques-
tioned about the policy for office discipline refer-
rals, teachers indicate that no referral form exists
because it has never been necessary. Teachers add
jokingly that the only challenge they experience is
students occasionally talking amongst themselves,
usually about class projects. Teachers say students
are so used to talking and working together in
groups that when it comes time for them to work
independently, they have to be scattered around
the classroom. On the rare occasion a student
does not comply with class rules or does not par-
ticipate in class, teachers simply have the student
talk with the director or one of the lead teachers.
Teachers report that parental contact is another
method they sometimes use to address student dis-
cipline problems. In most cases, the mere threat of
parental contact is sufficient to solve the problem.
“If you even say, ‘I’'m going to call your mom,’ they
are perfect the rest of the day,” comments one
teacher.

Parental Involvement

In addition to student-led conferences, parents are
involved in Seashore Learning Center activities in
a variety of ways. Parents are expected to partici-
pate in one of four committees: curriculum sup-
port, fundraising, maintenance, or curriculum
instruction. Many parents also help daily with the
lunch program, monitoring students in cleaning
and washing dishes. Annual events, such as a win-
ter tea, also are held for parents. These events sup-
port the school’s fundraising efforts and promote




parental involvement. Teachers also report that par-
ents assist in the classroom by running errands or
completing tasks such as making copies. Teachers say
parents come several times a week asking, “What can
I help you do?” In fact, some teachers say parents’
eagerness to help contrasts dramatically with their
previous schools, and they had to become accus-
tomed to it when beginning at Seashore. “That was
one of the hardest things for me to get used to,”
reports one teacher, “because | was used to having to
do everything completely on my own.” Overall, teach-
ers say the level of parental involvement at Seashore
not only helps them but also ultimately benefits stu-
dents educationally: “We can actually focus more on
the instruction instead of all of the paperwork and
red tape.”

Governance

The board of directors for the school’s sponsoring
entity—Island Foundation, Inc.—acts as Seashore
Learning Center’s governing body. The foundation
was created by a group of parents and community
members working to establish an elementary school
on Padre Island. Parents remain an important part of
the governing board, with one elected parent mem-
ber and a parent liaison. Board members come from
a variety of professions including business, medicine,
nonprofit, and education. The governing board’s pri-
mary responsibilities relate to budgeting, policy
issues, and fundraising. The board also hires the
school’s director. Although the Seashore director is
not a member of the board, she reports on the
school’s activities and events at monthly meetings.
She believes this level of interaction not only helps
keep her accountable for the school, but also offers
her guidance in leadership.

Campus Accountability Rating

2000 Recognized
2001 Recognized
2002 Exemplary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

Grade 3
Grade 4
Grade 5
Grade 6

Accomplishments

Since its founding, Seashore Learning Center’s
unique approach to elementary education has pro-
duced positive results. Seashore has never earned an
accountability rating below Recognized, and in 2002,
received an Exemplary rating. As the school’s director
simply states, “The results speak for themselves.”

Given that Seashore students are accustomed to
hands-on activities and assessments, teachers say, for
many students, the challenge of the TAAS was the for-
mat of a paper-and-pencil test rather than the con-
tent. “The challenge for our kids...was sitting that
length of time doing those tests. That really is a chal-
lenge, | mean if you ask them to set up an experi-
ment, they will do it in a heartbeat, but because the
test makes them sit for that length of time; that is the
challenge for them.” Apparently, Seashore students
overcame this challenge—on the most recent TAAS
administration, 100 percent of students in two of the
four reported grade levels passed both the reading
and math subtests.

When questioned about the success of the school,
board members and administrators say the support of
the community is a key component. “Everyone is very
passionate about their quality of life—about their
family, about their children, about doing things the
right way,” said one board member. “I think Seashore
is just a fine example of that.”

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Math
2001
83.3
78.9

100.0
94.1

TAAS Reading
2000 2001 2002

857 917 905
100.0 100.0 100.0
94.7 100.0 100.0
94.7 100.0 92.9

2002

76.2
90.9
100.0
100.0

Source: AEIS reports.




IRVING

The North Hills School, an open-enrollment char-
ter school located in the Las Colinas business com-
munity in Irving, is a college preparatory school
with an international focus that serves elementary
through high school students. The school’s stated
mission is “to provide an education that empowers
students to reach their highest potential and inspires
a love of learning.” The school’s long-term vision
—that students enter competitive universities
throughout the world and be successful in the
workplace—is pursued through a rigorous curricu-
lum, an environment that respects diversity, and the
creation of traditions that illustrate the school’s
goals for the community. “Providing exposure to a
variety of different cultures that reflect this coun-
try’s immigrant population,” according to Rosemary
Perlmeter, the Director of Development, is “as much
a part of who we are as our academic standards.”

Since the school’s founding in 1996, North Hills
has grown from 218 students in grades 5 through
8 to 799 students across grades 1 through 12 in
2001-02. To accommodate the expansion, North
Hills became the first charter school in the coun-
try to purchase property through the sale of tax-
exempt bonds. After moving three times, the
school made a final move in the fall of 2000, set-
tling into a permanent home on approximately
5.7 acres of land in Las Colinas.

Student Characteristics

Most of The North Hills School’s students are White
(59.7 percent) or Asian (22.8 percent). Others are
African American (9.0 percent), Hispanic (8.1 per-
cent), and Native American (0.4 percent). A limit-
ed number of students are economically disadvan-
taged (1.6 percent) or limited English proficient
(1.1 percent), and only a few are part of special
education (1.8 percent) and bilingual/English as a
second language (0.46 percent) programs. About
a fourth of the students (25.4 percent) are served
in gifted/talented programs.

Faculty and students are proud of the school’s
motivated, hard-working students. Students appre-
ciate being surrounded by other students who
“care about learning” and enjoy “peer pressure in
the positive way.” The focus on college preparatory
instruction, along with clearly communicated stu-
dent expectations, likely contributes to attracting
committed students. Sandy Doerge, the Head of
the School, states, “We explain to parents very
clearly what we are trying to do.” During fall open
house, school leaders describe North Hills’ vision,
the advanced curriculum, homework expectations,
and parent expectations. Thus, parents and stu-
dents choose to be a part of North Hills with full
knowledge that a high level of effort and achieve-
ment are expected.




School Characteristics

The North Hills School serves students at three levels:
lower school (grades 1 through 4), middle school
(grades 5 through 8), and upper school (grades 9
through 12). Enrollment is highest in the middle grades.

The school calendar and daily schedule are similar to
those for traditional public schools. Students follow
an alternating block schedule and attend four 90-
minute classes that meet every other day, for a total of
eight classes per semester. The student attendance
rate (96.6 percent) is higher than the state average
(95.5 percent), and the school reports no dropouts.

Nearly all of North Hills’ 65 teachers hold degrees
(96.2 percent), and about a fourth have advanced
degrees (25.6 percent). Many teachers (40.8 percent)
are relatively new to teaching, with only one to five
years experience. Classes are usually small, with an
overall student-to-teacher ratio of 12 to 1, and class-
size averages ranging between 14 and 18 students.

North Hills encourages each teacher to be “passion-
ate about his/her subject and inspirational as an
instructor of that subject.” Prospective teachers com-
plete a lengthy interview process and are observed as
they teach a pre-assigned lesson plan. Teachers are
very involved with students inside and outside regular
classes and serve as student advisors, tutor before and
after school, and participate in extra-curricular stu-
dent activities. Students and administrators speak
highly of the commitment, expertise, and availability
of teachers before, during, and after school.

Teachers enjoy the clear mission, small class sizes,
family atmosphere, motivated and well-behaved stu-
dents, international perspective, flexibility in adapt-
ing curriculum, and support among teachers and

School Characteristics

Founded 1996
Grades 1to 12
Enrollment 799
Daily schedule 8:15 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.
Days of instruction 177
96.6%

0.0%

Student attendance rate
Student dropout rate

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

administrators. They cite low teacher salaries, limited
resources such as technology, high expectations, and
long hours as challenges. One teacher stated, “Here,
I’ve worked a thousand times harder than I’ve worked
anywhere.” Another mentioned that a minimum of 10
hours a day is the norm. Staff members attribute teacher
turnover (32 percent in 2001-02) mostly to low salaries
and the demands of fulfilling the school mission.

Teachers and students are supported through the
Head of School, a business administrator, a curricu-
lum director, and three division directors. Middle and
upper school division directors teach a course and
serve as student advisors. Administrators conduct
informal teacher evaluations during the year and for-
mal evaluations at least once a year using an instru-
ment developed by school staff members. Formal
observations are coupled with a review of teacher files,
lesson plans, student work, and the teacher's duties.

To support collaborative planning and decision mak-
ing, every Wednesday is set aside for faculty-wide
meetings, division meetings, or team meetings.
Department leads are allotted an extra planning peri-

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Number of instructional aides
Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teachers with 1-5 years experience
Teacher average years experience
Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary
Average central administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

65.5

0.0
122to 1
7.6%
40.8

7.1
32.1%
3.8%
25.6%
$31,890
$35,470
$60,533




od to observe and work with the teachers in the
department. They also have a planning period des-
ignated for departmental planning and lesson
plan development. Teachers are sent in groups to
International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO)
and Advanced Placement (AP) training.

Educational Program

Students are exposed to world languages and cul-
tures through The North Hills School’s college
preparatory curriculum. During fall 2002, the
school became an International Baccalaureate
(1B) Applicant School and awaits full approval
from the IBO. North Hills staff members devel-
oped their own curriculum based on the Texas
Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), AP, and
IBO objectives. The goal is to ensure that students
“think creatively, reason critically, communicate
effectively, and learn enthusiastically throughout
life.” Staff members align the curriculum vertically
by determining what they want a graduating senior
to know and work backwards to ensure specific
skills are covered in each grade level.

In addition to core subjects, all students in grades
1 through 12 take French or Spanish. Also, stu-
dents can participate in drama, music, and art.
North Hills’ graduation requirements are rigorous
and include four years of English, mathematics,
science, social studies, and foreign language along
with a community service requirement. Pre-AP and
AP courses are offered in the five academic areas.
Middle school students take a study skills course
and an information technology course. Upper
school students participate in a course that
emphasizes critical thinking of political and eco-
nomic systems around the world and an outdoor

School Finance

$5,506
$3,946

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 10%
State revenue 89%
Federal revenue 1%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

leadership course designed to develop leadership
and cooperative skills through outdoor challenges.

North Hills emphasizes education outside of the
classroom through its community service and trav-
el programs. Community service projects allow stu-
dents to “learn what it means to give back to oth-
ers.” To expose students to new cultures and
places, North Hills sponsors travel programs for
middle and upper school students to places in the
United States and throughout the world.

Students are involved in numerous extracurricular
activities and sports teams. Examples include
Student Council, National Honor Society, Chess
Club, Thespians, and Creative Writing Club. In
addition, students participate in basketball, volley-
ball, soccer, tennis, golf, cheerleading, and dance.
In keeping with the school’s international focus,
the school hosts an “international week” each fall
where time is devoted to studying issues relevant
to international cultures, issues, and events.

Discipline problems are not an issue at North
Hills. Educators attribute the positive environment
to the small school size that allows teachers to
know all of the students and to positive peer pres-
sure. As one teacher said, “We expect them to
behave when they walk in the door.” Students
cherish the “safe environment” and view North
Hills as one of the safest [schools] in the area.”

Communicating with parents about student
progress is important at North Hills. Teachers fre-
quently contact parents by e-mail and telephone
and conduct parent-teacher conferences twice
each year. Middle and upper school students
receive guidance through the advisory program.
In addition, administrators and counselors identify




students failing one or more classes and meet with the
students and parents to discuss the student’s needs.

Student progress is monitored through standardized
tests, writing portfolios, and teacher-specific meas-
ures. Standardized tests include the state assessments,
Stanford Achievement Test, and AP exams. Students
identified for TAAS remediation are required to
attend tutorials before and after school. Other meas-
ures include homework, quizzes, tests, projects/labs,
and writing assignments with scoring rubrics.

Parental Involvement

Educators characterize parent involvement as “very
high” and “amazing.” Parents are encouraged to vol-
unteer at the school, and teachers and students
report that many go far beyond what would be
expected. Parents make copies, work in the library,
chaperone dances, direct carpools, substitute, assist in
the parking lots, help students with the college appli-
cation process, and provide supplies and equipment.

Governance

The North Hills School has a dual board structure
that includes a Founders Board and an Operating
Board. The Founders Board, comprised of seven
school founders, is responsible for strategic planning,
the budget, real estate issues, legal issues, and approval
of the Head of School. They also oversee the Operating
Board’s major decisions, review the results of parent
and staff surveys, and are developing a governance
guide for charters schools. The Operating Board,
with six members serving two-year terms, focuses on
general policy and the development of job positions.
The board also evaluates the Head of School and the

Campus Accountability Rating

1999
2000
2001
2002

Recognized
Exemplary
Exemplary

Grade 3
Exemplary

Grade 4
Grade 5
Grade 6
Grade 7
Grade 8

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

Grade 10

Director of Development. Each year, between one
and three founders serve on the Operating Board.
Administrators and board members believe the gov-
erning board members’ varied backgrounds, such as
finance, real estate, law, marketing, human resources,
and education, is a key strength. Tenacity, respect,
honesty, and commitment to the vision are cited as
Founding Board assets. One founder stated: “One of
the strengths of the school from the beginning is that
they’ve always tapped into people in the community
who have professional skills.”

Accomplishments

The North Hills School has received Exemplary rat-
ings for the past three years due to high passing rates
on the TAAS, excellent attendance, and having no
dropouts. TAAS passing rates for reading and math
are consistently high, with close to 100 percent of stu-
dents passing. Although not included in the school’s
rating, 2002 passing rates are exceptionally high for
the Biology (100 percent) and English 11 (98.1 per-
cent) end-of-course exams. North Hills also received
three Gold Performance Acknowledgements in 2001-02
for high student attendance (96.6 percent), and a
high percentage of students enrolled in advanced
courses (46.4 percent) and scoring at or above the
state criterion on AP/IB tests (61.1 percent).

Educators and students believe the school’s focus on
college preparatory instruction, clearly communicat-
ed expectations, dedicated teachers, involved parents,
and small size positively affect student achievement.
Students praise the school’s academic and social
effect on their lives. One upper school student stated:
“What | appreciate most about this school is how it’s
prepared me for life.”

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Math
2001

95.3
96.2
98.7
96.9
97.0
96.3
100.0

TAAS Reading
2000 2001 2002

N/A 953 980
N/A 981 940
957 986 98.6
98.8 938 98.9
933 980 99.0
975 97.6 100.0
100.0 100.0 100.0

2000

N/A
N/A
95.7
100.0
92.0
97.5
100.0

2002

95.8
98.0
100.0
100.0
97.0
99.0
98.0

Source: AEIS reports.




YES College Preparatory School

HOUSTON

Youth Engaged in Service (YES) College
Preparatory School, an open-enrollment charter
school for middle and high school students, focus-
es unwaveringly on its declared mission—"to pro-
vide a rigorous academic program that prepares
students for success in a four-year college or uni-
versity.” The school embodies a fundamental
belief that, given appropriate opportunities, all
students, regardless of race or socioeconomic,
background can succeed academically. At YES
College Prep, students must be accepted to a four-
year college or university to graduate—thus, facul-
ty, parents, and students are committed to do
“whatever it takes” to help students succeed in
preparatory school, the collegiate environment,
and life beyond. Educational opportunity, accord-
ing to Director Christopher Barbic, not only
enables YES College Prep students to “take care of
themselves emotionally and financially” but also
instills “a sense of obligation to go back and make
their neighborhoods better.”

YES College Prep has evolved over time. The
school originated in 1995 as a special program
within a Houston Independent School District
school. In 1998, following three academically suc-
cessful years, the school became a charter school
in partnership with KIPP Academy. YES College
Prep received a separate open-enrollment charter

in 2000, and the school currently operates on a 25-
acre site in southeast Houston. A second campus
will open soon on the north side of the city to
extend services to other economically disadvan-
taged children who want to go to college but lack
access to high-quality private or public schooling.

Student Characteristics

YES College Prep enrolled 423 students from
across Houston in grades 6 to 12 during the
2001-02 school year. Students are predominantly
Hispanic (88.9 percent), with only small percent-
ages African American (7.3 percent) and White
(2.6 percent). More than half of students (54.6
percent) are economically disadvantaged.? A limit-
ed number of students are served in special educa-
tion (4.0 percent) or bilingual/English as a sec-
ond language (2.6 percent) programs facilitated
by school personnel or through contractual
arrangements.

Students, according to faculty, are dedicated and
willing to work beyond the minimum to achieve

2The director reports that AEIS data are inaccurate; 78
percent of students are economically disadvantaged.




academic goals. A contributing factor may be an
enrollment process involving the completion of a
contract between teachers and the student and par-
ent. During home visits to every incoming 6th and
9th graders’ homes, two staff members spend about
45 minutes reviewing teacher, parent, and student
commitments regarding attendance, conduct, and
academic work. All parties sign contracts committing
to do “whatever it takes” to ensure student success.
“Students want to attend YES, and by making the
choice,” one teacher explained, “they know what is
expected from them.”

School Characteristics

YES College Prep serves students across seven grade
levels from middle to high school. The developmen-
tal grade span supports a vertically aligned curriculum,
with prerequisite skills addressed in lower grades.

Students at YES College Prep agree to spend more
time in school compared to their traditional public
school peers. Students have a longer school day (7:30
a.m. to 5:00 p.m.), attend Saturday school twice each
month, and participate in a three-week summer
school. Students also wear uniforms to “reduce com-
petition between students based on the style and
expense of their clothing.” Despite stringent commit-
ments and time expectations, the student attendance
rate is near perfect (97.9 percent), and there are no
reported student dropouts.

YES College Prep employs approximately 30 teachers.

Although the student-to-teacher ratio is 14 to 1, class-
es may have as many as 25 students. In hiring teach-

ers, the school looks for three qualities: genuine intel-

School Characteristics
Grades
Enrollment 423
Daily schedule 7:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.
Saturday (two per month) 9:30 am. to 1 p.m.
Summer (three weeks) 9:30 a.m. to 1 p.m.
215
97.9%
0%

6to 12

Days of instruction
Student attendance rate
Student dropout rate

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

ligence, knowledge of content area and passion for it,
and ability to connect with kids. Teacher recruitment

efforts include a spring open house to introduce
potential teacher candidates to the school vision.
Subsequently, teacher applicants visit classrooms and
teach a sample lesson observed by school leaders.
Teachers are typically young and energetic, with
almost three-fourths having only one to five years
experience. Almost all teachers have degrees (86.7

percent) and some have advanced degrees (16.6 per-
cent); full-time teachers are required to hold degrees.
Once hired, teachers are expected to participate year-

ly in 40 hours of professional development. Each

individual self-selects training opportunities that align

with their content-area assignment, instructional
needs, and interests.

Teachers value professional freedom, independence,
and flexibility allowed in the charter school environ-
ment. Educators are challenged, however, by exten-
sive time commitments (days as long as 7:20 a.m. to

6:00 p.m.) that sometimes make it difficult to balance
professional and personal lives. In addition, standards

are high. “We have such high expectations,” said a
teacher, “and it’s not only high for the students, it’s
obviously high for teachers.” Teachers, who are
expected to assume responsibility for student learn-

School Staffing

Number of teachers 30.1
Number of instructional aides 0]
Student-teacher ratio 14to1
Beginning teachers 6.6%
Teachers with 1-5 years experience 73.4%
Teacher average years experience 4.5
Teacher turnover rate 43.9%
Teachers with no degree 13.3%
Teachers with advanced degrees 16.6%
Average teacher salary $37,655
Average central administrator salary $66,000

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.



ing, receive a cell phone to facilitate student and
parent access to assistance with homework or
other issues. The school also has a formal teacher
appraisal process, with the assistant director and
department chairs conducting observations and
reviewing instructional materials; students also
complete teacher evaluations. Evaluations, accord-
ing to the director, ensure “that teachers aren’t
just getting up in front of kids and talking 45 min-
utes every day; that teachers are using different
ways to get the information across to kids.”
Although the teacher turnover rate is high (43.9
percent), staff say teachers most often leave to pur-
sue graduate degrees or make a career change.

Administrators, whose position responsibilities
advance the schools’ mission, support faculty and
students in several ways. The school director, a
Teach for America alumnus, provides oversight for
teachers, an assistant director who serves as the
instructional leader, dean of students who handles
discipline, college counselor, director of develop-
ment (fund raiser), athletic director, after-school
coordinator, business manager, and other staff.
“One of the things we agreed on,” said the direc-
tor, “was that everyone here would teach.” Thus,
students benefit not only from administrators’
leadership but also shared expertise in courses
such as study skills, speech and debate, dual-credit
psychology, and Advanced Placement American
Literature.

Faculty comment frequently on open communica-
tion between administration and staff that creates
a “level of trust” and “team effort.” Communication
and collaboration also occurs daily among teach-
ers. As one teacher explained, “It’s constant com-

School Finance

$8,886
$3,310

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 14%
State revenue 56%
Federal revenue 30%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

munication, whether it’s catching someone in the
hall or a formal meeting or e-mail.” Ongoing con-
tact heightens staff awareness of students’ needs:
“We all have our eyes on every single kid and com-
municate on an individual level about the chil-
dren,” one teacher declared.

A number of organizational structures support col-
laborative planning and decision making. School
dismisses early each Thursday to facilitate whole-
staff meetings. In addition, teachers are aligned
both horizontally and vertically. Grade-level chairs
facilitate weekly meetings, which teachers say are
useful to align schedules, discuss student academic
and discipline issues, and determine courses of
action. Department chairs (e.g., for English, sci-
ence, math) support vertical alignment across
grades and regular meetings provide a forum to
address curricular, instructional, and assessment
issues. School-improvement committees allow
teachers to voice opinions on topics, discuss prob-
lems, and propose solutions.

Educational Program

At YES College Prep, classes meet 45 minutes per
day, except for math and English, which are dou-
ble-blocked and meet for 90 minutes. The school
day consists of eight class periods, followed by 60
minutes for extracurricular clubs or sports. The
school receives about half its funds from local and
federal sources and invests approximately $3,310
per pupil for instruction.

The school implements a rigorous academic cur-
riculum, with all students following similar aca-




demic plans. Classes at the middle-school level stress
prerequisite knowledge and skills that build a strong
foundation for higher order analysis and synthesis at
the high-school level. The curriculum, developed by
staff, is guided by the Texas Essential Knowledge and
Skills (TEKS) and content-area standards, and draws
on resources such as textbooks, curricular guides
from other districts, Advanced Placement course out-
lines, and E.D. Hirsch’s Core Knowledge Sequence.
Staff used a vision of successful college performance
to “work backwards” to identify what students need to
know as early as middle school, explained the direc-
tor. Recognizing the importance of algebra as a gate-
way to higher education, students take pre-algebra in
6th grade, first-semester Algebra | in 7th grade, and
second-semester Algebra | in 8th grade. The school
also stresses the development of reading comprehen-
sion and writing to support content-area learning for
many students who enter the school performing
below grade-level expectations.

Teachers value their freedom to use textbooks selec-
tively for lessons, in contrast to past experiences with
chapter-coverage requirements in traditional schools.
Although the curriculum serves as a “road map,” said
one administrator, each teacher is given freedom to
“see the big picture, see where the kids need to be at
certain points...and figure out how they need to get
them there.” Teachers cite a number of instructional
strategies they are using to facilitate student learning:
questions promoting analytical thinking, visual aids
(charts, graphs, maps), current events (CNN articles),
self-selection of writing topics, notetaking, content-
related field trips, visualization, role playing, and lab
projects in pairs or small groups. Every classroom has
at least one computer and Internet drop, and there is
one computer lab with 35 computers. The school has

recently received two mobile wireless laptop carts
with 30 laptops each that can be used in any class-
room. Although most teachers are just beginning to
think about integrating technology into the curricu-
lum, several are using the Internet to find instruction-
al activities. Teachers give a lot of homework, but it
does not appear to be a major problem for students.
One student remarked, “They give us lots of home-
work, but...there’s study halls in school. They give
people time to work on their homework.”

A unique part of YES College Prep is the effort invest-
ed in exposing students to new experiences. Teachers
are encouraged to find ways to apply what students
are learning to the real world, and community service
projects are integrated into the academic curriculum.
One teacher, for example, described a research proj-
ect in which students collected statistics at a danger-
ous intersection near the campus then wrote a per-
suasive letter to the city that resulted in the installa-
tion of a stoplight. Students also are required to par-
ticipate in an extracurricular club or sport. Students
remarked on their involvement in activities such as
cooking club, SEEDS (Schlumberger Excellence in
Educational Development), Latin percussion club,
photography, sculpture, Student Council, and peer
mentoring and tutoring. One student, describing her
experience in a service club, said: “I was in it for two
years and | love it because you go to the nursing
homes and they just need care and love, and | thought
it was really nice that we do that.” Students with good
grades and attendance have opportunities to partici-
pate in Spring Trips. YES College Prep, according to
the director, spends about $250,000 each year in pro-
viding weeklong spring trips to different parts of the
country to visit colleges and see historical places (e.g.,
Boston, Washington D.C., Los Angeles).




Students are held responsible and accountable for
behavior, and teachers say consistently adminis-
tered discipline is one of the keys to school suc-
cess. In the middle school, a clipboard used to
document rule infractions accompanies home-
room groups from teacher to teacher. “It’s another
way to keep track of everybody,” said one teacher.
“By sixth period, [if] | can see that they’ve gotten
into trouble in every single other class, then that
puts it into context for me.” The school also uses
discipline methods that allow students to remain
in class and receive instruction rather than being
expelled or suspended. Students with excessive
infractions within a week are put “on the porch,”
which places them symbolically and literally out-
side the community. Students have to stand for
classes, cannot talk to anyone, and must write let-
ters of apology to gain reentry. Positive student

peer pressure, according to teachers, creates a pro-

ductive learning environment. “There is a lot of
discipline and it’s a strict place, but it’s not a nega-
tive place,” said a focus group of teachers. “The
kids live up to expectations, and peer pressure
works in a positive way.”

Progress toward student achievement goals is mon-
itored in both formal and informal ways. Besides
the state-required standardized assessments, 6th-
and 9th-grade students complete the Stanford 9, a
national norm-referenced standardized test. In
addition, students complete a variety of assess-
ments, including midterms and final exams and
other learning measures (e.g., unit tests, quizzes,
writing portfolios with scoring rubrics, lab reports).
Teachers are confident in their students’ ability to
perform on state-mandated tests. As for test prepa-
ration, teachers declare, “We don’t cut out class

time to do that.” “They are ready for it. They just
need some sample testing to see what’s going on,
what kind of test it’s going to be.”

Parental Involvement

Staff more often describe parents as being “com-
mitted” to providing academic support for their
children rather than being extensively “involved”
in the school. “Parents can’t always be here or con-
tribute the time,” explained an administrator, “but
they are committed to the program and they are
doing what they need to do at home to check
their student’s homework, to call if they have ques-
tions, to pick up their child if they have to stay
after school.” The school, however, does have an
active Parent Advisory Association that assists with
fundraising, sponsors school events, and provides
volunteers for various school activities. “I think a
lot of parents seek us out,” explained an adminis-
trator, because like a private school, “We’re rela-
tively safe. We’re very structured. We’re relatively
strict. We give a lot of homework. We expect a lot,
but yet, it’s free.”

Governance

YES College Prep is governed by a 20-member
Board of Trustees. The board’s twofold purpose is
to provide oversight for the nonprofit organization
and to serve as the board of education for the
school. Board members, who receive no compen-
sation, represent a mix of business executives,
attorneys, accountants, community leaders, and
parents. As a new organization, the school recruit-




ed individuals “who cared a lot about the school,
were willing to do some work for the school, and had
some ability to raise money or help raise money,”
explained the director. Board members’ main respon-
sibilities include helping with fundraising, reviewing
monthly financial statements to ensure fiscal responsi-
bility, and raising awareness in the community about
the school. Although board members, according to the
director, do not get involved in the day-to-day man-
agement of the school, many lend expertise—busi-
ness, accounting, law, real estate—needed by the
school.

Accomplishments

Without a doubt, YES College Preparatory School has
achieved outstanding academic results on a variety of
measures. TAAS passing rates for reading and mathe-
matics are consistently near 100 percent across all
grade levels and exceed passing rates for traditional
peer campuses. End-of-course passing rates (Algebra
I, Biology, English 11, and U.S. History) have general-
ly increased over time, and passing rates in 2002,
between 89 and 97 percent, were typically 15 or more
percentage points higher than state averages.
Moreover, 100 percent of graduates complete the
more rigorous Recommended High School Program.

Although YES College Prep has consistently received
Exemplary accountability ratings from the Texas
Education Agency, an even more important indicator
of school success, according to the director, is the
rate at which the school sends students to higher edu-
cation. In the previous school year, 100 percent of
graduates were accepted to and are attending four-
year colleges or universities. The school is especially

Campus Accountability Rating

1999 Exemplary
2000 Exemplary
2001 Not rated*

proud of the quality of the schools students entered
and the amount of financial aid that they have been
able to earn. As the director explained, “To us, that’s
way more important than the TAAS scores and the
Exemplary ratings...to know that those kids are in
great colleges, doing well, and serving as great role
models to the kids at this school and to kids in the
neighborhood.”

Administrators, teachers, and students identified sev-
eral features of the school that help explain student
achievement. Foremost, the focus on college prepara-
tion creates unity of purpose and provides a clear and
measurable end goal. Staff quality is also key—
“People feel like there’s a purpose to working here
and are energized by that, and they really care about
the kind of instruction that they’re providing on a
day-to-day basis,” said an administrator. Students also
think teachers matter: “The fact that the teachers will
interact with the students and will not only teach just
by teaching the whole class, but when you need help,
you don’t have to be afraid of raising your hand.”
Incentives to learn also appear to keep students mov-
ing toward goals. One student explained it this way:
“If you really, really want to make something of your-
self and can image yourself taking it step-by-step, it
makes goals seem achievable.” Finally, one teacher in
a focus group articulated the importance of commit-
ment expressed by many: “We all want this place to
succeed. Everybody’s really committed to the success.”

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Reading TAAS Math
2000 2001 2002 2001 2002

Grade 6 100.0 98.7 98.7 100.0 100.0
Grade 7 97.8 100.0 96.6 100.0 100.0
Grade 8 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Grade 10 96.9 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: AEIS reports.

2002 Exemplary
Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

*New open-enrollment charter.




Focus Learning Academy

DALLAS

Focus Learning Academy, an open-enrollment
charter school serving elementary and middle
school students in southwest Dallas, is dedicated to
helping children with learning differences such as
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, dyslexia,
and other reading difficulties. The school’s mis-
sion is “to provide a multi-sensory teaching
approach to instruction that respects academic dif-
ferences among children” so that students can
develop learning skills, experience success daily,
attain critical thinking skills, and “impact the
future of our world.” Although the school special-
izes in helping children with learning differences,
they work with all children.

The school was established to fulfill the vision of
Leroy McClure, the school’s founder (who is also
the school’s chief executive officer and serves as
the superintendent). After watching his brother
struggle through school with dyslexia and noting
the staggering dropout and illiteracy rates among
African Americans, the superintendent felt called
to assist nonaffluent students with learning chal-
lenges who otherwise might not receive help.

After receiving an open-enrollment charter in
1998, Focus Learning Academy opened with only
177 kindergarten through sixth-grade students.
Currently, the school is housed in two Dallas
churches with kindergarten through grade 3 at its
Concord campus and grades 4 through 8 at its

Laureland campus. Through a Texas Education
Agency renovation grant, the charter school plans
to purchase and move into a permanent building
in summer 2003.

Student Characteristics

In the 2001-02 school year, Focus Learning
Academy enrolled 381 students in kindergarten
through grade 7. Almost all of the students attend-
ing this school are African American (95 percent),
and half (49.9 percent) are economically disadvan-
taged. Approximately one-third of students (39
percent) are served in the school’s special educa-
tion program.

Educators at Focus Learning Academy believe its
students are motivated to work hard. According to
the school’s assistant superintendent of instruction,
parent communication is key. Educators work to
increase parent and student “buy in” by helping
parents “understand the critical nature of the
teaching and learning that must take place.”
According to one teacher, “We explain that we
have to work and don’t have time for discipline.”
Through monthly meetings, parents are shown
what students will be learning, so they can help
them at home. The school held a mandatory ses-
sion for parents of children who needed tutoring
to brief them on the history of the Texas




Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) and to give
them the opportunity to take a mock TAAS test. After
that, the assistant superintendent noted, “They made
sure those kids were there because we had raised
their level of awareness.”

School Characteristics

Student enrollment at Focus Learning Academy
varies across grade levels, with the lowest number in
the recently added seventh grade. Students attend
school from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m. and have tutorials avail-
able before and after school. The student attendance
rate at this school (96.7 percent) is higher than the
state average (95.5 percent).

The majority of teachers have degrees (91.9 percent),
and some (8.1 percent) have advanced degrees. To
join the faculty, teachers must agree to become certi-
fied in the school’s alphabetic phonics program.
Some teachers work simultaneously on Texas teacher
certification and alphabetic phonics certification. In
addition to campus training, teachers attend work-
shops at the regional education service center and

read three books a year related to their teaching area.

Administrators formally evaluate teachers twice a year
and conduct periodic, focused walkthroughs. In addi-
tion, the alphabetic phonics coordinator evaluates

teachers’ implementation of the school’s phonics pro-

gram. Class sizes range from 15 to 17 students, with
an overall student-to-teacher ratio of about 11 to 1.

Educators appreciate the school’s small classes, family
environment, alphabetic phonics program, and focus
on the students. One teacher said, “I feel like | can
reach the child.” Staff cite a lack of resources, espe-
cially in terms of space and materials, along with lim-
ited manpower (i.e., not having a duty-free lunch or

School Characteristics

Founded 1999
Grades Kto7
Enrollment 381
Daily schedule 8 a.m. to 3 p.m.
Days of instruction 175
Student attendance rate 96.7%
Student dropout rate 0.0%

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

substitutes when a teacher is absent), as challenges.
The assistant superintendent described the limited
resources as a “culture shock” compared to resources
at a previous school district. For example, the
Laureland campus has only 15 computers in a com-
puter lab and one computer in the teacher work-
room; there are no computers in the classrooms. She
points out: “The results that we achieved...we did it
on a shoe string budget. We had nothing... but a com-
mitment, determination, and a team spirit.”

Educators and students speak proudly of the commit-
ted, caring teachers. One teacher said, “I think we
have a super staff here.” Similarly, the assistant super-
intendent spoke of the teachers’ commitment—
“They hit the ground running. The school day starts
at 8:00...By 8:01, they are on it...If Johnny comes in at
8:30, he has missed 29 minutes of solid instruction.”
She further notes that teachers know they do not
“have any time to waste.” Students believe teachers
“really care,” help all students learn, make learning
fun, are knowledgeable, and are good with discipline.

Teachers value the leadership of their administrators
and believe administrators work collaboratively with
them. One said, “We have an administration con-
cerned about teachers.” Another stated, “I feel com-
fortable that | can go and share...with the next per-
son in command, that they’re going to give me some

School Staffing

Number of teachers

Number of instructional aides
Student-teacher ratio

Beginning teachers

Teachers with 1-5 years experience
Teacher average years experience

Teacher turnover rate

Teachers with no degree

Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary
Average central administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.
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$33,097
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$99,999




type of feedback.” Teachers and students are sup-
ported through the superintendent, assistant
superintendents of instruction and operations,
campus principals, special education director, a
speech/language pathologist, two language thera-
pists, and two campus-level special education coor-
dinators.

Principals take the role of “instructional leader”
seriously. They set high expectations for teachers
and students, communicate assessment results,
teach mini-lessons, purchase instructional materi-
als, ensure students receive proper nourishment
during the day, and make sure the parents and
community are involved. The assistant superin-
tendent of instruction, who also serves as the inter-
im principal at the Laureland campus, talks of a
“very calculated and deliberate approach” when
making decisions about staff development or
meeting individual teacher needs.

Teachers work collaboratively and provide input
through weekly staff meetings and grade-level
team meetings. Teachers at each grade level have
common planning periods and meet to conduct
grade-level planning and to share ideas and con-
cerns. Teachers also serve on committees that
develop policies and procedures for the school,
including the staff development committee,
campus improvement committee, and sunshine
committee.

Educational Program

Focus Learning Academy’s curriculum is the Texas
Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). They use

curriculum guides developed by the Charter School
Resource Center and use textbooks along with other

School Finance

$7,744
$4,412

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 6%
State revenue 83%
Federal Revenue 12%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001--02.

resources to ensure all of the TEKS are covered.
To meet students’ varied learning needs, teachers
implement visual, auditory, and kinesthetic strate-
gies to help students move from concrete to abstract
understanding of concepts. Educators are creating
new guides to align the curriculum with the Texas
Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).

In addition to the core curriculum, students with
reading challenges complete a three-year alpha-
betic phonics program. The program is based on
Orton-Gillingham instructional techniques and
research done at Scottish Rite Hospital related to
helping children with severe learning disabilities.
The superintendent describes the program as
“sequential, very structured, cumulative, multisen-
sory, and repetitive.” Educators view the program
as innovative in meeting students needs. One
teacher stated: “That’s a tool that has been really
positive...I call it my foundational tool, and if a
child is lacking literacy, it really promotes that.” All
of the school’s teachers complete the three-year
certification requirement to use the program.
Through the training, teachers learn philosophies
and concepts related to working with learning
challenged children as well as how to teach stu-
dents to read.

Ongoing assessment is important at Focus
Learning Academy. Students complete a battery of
tests when they first arrive, including an alphabetic
phonics test, the Stanford Achievement Test, and
Woodcock Johnson. Based on the test results, stu-
dents’ strengths and weaknesses are identified. A
personalized education plan is developed for each
student, with strategies that will be used to address
the weaknesses. In addition, students complete
benchmark alphabetic phonics tests, TAAS bench-
mark tests, and the state standardized assessments.




Students’ progress on assessments is discussed during
January parent-teacher conferences.

Extracurricular student activities at Focus Learning
Academy include football, basketball, volleyball,
cheerleading, chess club, newspaper club, and career
investigation.

Focus Learning Academy enforces its discipline man-
agement plan and provides in-school suspension and
counseling, if needed. Staff members work to build
relationships with parents so they can jointly help stu-
dents with problems. Also, they strive to help students
know they care about them. Due to learning difficul-
ties and the frustration that comes with them, the
superintendent notes that many students arrive at
school with attitude problems. However, he says, “We
earn their respect. We don’t demand it. All of a sud-
den that attitude leaves and learning starts.”

Parental Involvement

Educators and students report “strong parent sup-
port” at Focus Learning Academy. One teacher
noted, “We have parental support that other schools
lack.” Teachers believe the school’s “effective parent-
teacher communication,” along with parent “follow
through” in working with students at home and
ensuring that they attend tutorials, benefits students.
Parent volunteers also make copies, read to children,
tutor, help with programs, bring supplies, organize
parties, go on field trips, and cover for teachers.

Governance

The school’s seven-member governing board promotes
the school’s mission and provides oversight for school

Campus Accountability Rating

2000 No Rating: New
2001 Low-Performing

operations and financial management. The board also
evaluates the superintendent. Through monthly
meetings with clearly defined agendas, the board
stays apprised of the school’s academic plan, capital
campaigns, and fund raising for facilities. They also
receive updates from school administrator meetings.
Board members, who have different professional
backgrounds and varying levels of experience, view
board members’ diversity and dedication to the
school’s vision as important strengths. As stated by
one board member: “One of our greatest strengths is
our diversity...we come from a little bit different back-
grounds, but we have a common cause.”

Accomplishments

Focus Learning Academy received a Commended rat-
ing in 2002 through the state’s alternative education
accountability system. The percentages of students
passing the TAAS reading and math subtests grew
substantially in 2002, with rates for reading and math
increasing 47 and 60 percentage points, respectively.
Educators credit the school’s success to commitment,
determination, teamwork, small-class size, flexible
grouping, academic interventions, and the alphabetic
phonics program. The superintendent attributes
TAAS improvement to hiring the assistant superin-
tendent of instruction, an outstanding leader with
public school administration background, and imple-
menting a plan she developed to increase student
achievement. The assistant superintendent cites six
areas that contributed to the increase in students’
TAAS scores: strong instructional leadership, diagnos-
tic assessment, staff development, research-based
instruction, instructional intervention, and progress
monitoring.

TAAS Percent Passing

TAAS Reading TAAS Math
2000 2001 2002 2000 2001 2002

2002 AE: Commended
Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

Grade 3 200 227 414 182 0.0 231
Grade 4 200 231 852 0.0 5.9 793
Grade 5 444 158 783 111 50 783
Grade 6 N/A 417 857 N/A 308 929
Grade 7 N/A  N/A 750 N/A N/A 66.7

Source: AEIS reports.




John H. Wood Charter School

SAN ANTONIO

Three seemingly simple rules form the backbone
of John H. Wood Charter School’s educational
philosophy—be here, be kind, do your work.
Founded in 1997 by sponsoring entity Educational
Resource Center, John H. Wood serves a diverse
population of at-risk students. Located within the
Campbell A. Griffin Residential Treatment Center
in San Antonio, the school primarily serves the
educational needs of adjudicated, residential stu-
dents receiving treatment for emotional or behav-
ioral issues. The vision of the school is to “provide

the environment in which the students are encour-

aged to develop their intellectual, linguistic, social,
emotional, civic, and physical abilities.” “The ulti-
mate goal,” as stated on the school’s Web site, “is
the transition and integration of these students
into society capable of full participation in the
process of family, employment, and community.”
For the schools administrators, teachers, and stu-
dents, the three rules—be here, be kind, do your
work—represent important steps to achieving this
goal.

Student Characteristics
In 2001-02, John H. Wood Charter School

enrolled 135 students in grades 6-12. These stu-
dents represent a variety of ethnicities and life cir-

cumstances. Ethnically, the student population
closely mirrors state averages with the majority of
students being either Hispanic (44 percent) or
White (37 percent). The school serves a slightly
higher than average percentage of African
American students (18 percent) as compared to
the state as a whole (14 percent).

The vast majority of John H. Wood students (93
percent) are classified as economically disadvan-
taged and most (84 percent) qualify for special
education services. Because most students enroll
in the school upon entering the treatment center
and typically only stay six to nine months, the
school’s mobility rate is very high (93 percent). In
addition to economic factors, many students have
also experienced other circumstances that put
them at risk. Some of these students are ordered
into treatment by the court and many have been
assigned to child protective services due to abuse
or neglect. In short, these students, as the superin-
tendent describes, “Don’t trust adults...[they] have
no history that suggests that they should.” Complying
with the first rule—be here, present, and alert—is
a significant accomplishment. The superintendent
explains this saying, “To be here, for a child that is
depressed and suicidal and would much rather be
left alone in a dark space, that’s a major rule.”
Thus, once in the classroom, students are not
allowed to sulk in the corner but must “be here”
physically and mentally.




School Characteristics

Although located within the treatment center facility,
the school operates on a typical 8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.
schedule. Residential students simply walk downstairs
from the facility’s living quarters to attend classes.
Due to laws related to the treatment center, boys and
girls are separated. Classes are based on an accelerat-
ed block schedule covering the four core subject areas
in nine-week grading periods. The school has a very
low dropout rate (0.4 percent), due in part, adminis-
trators explain, to a concerted effort to track students
who leave the school. In the past two years, the school
has been able to track most of the students leaving
the school and found that many were enrolled in
other schools, explained the superintendent.

John H. Wood Charter School’s administrative struc-
ture is fairly simple. The superintendent is the pri-
mary school leader and is supported by an instruc-
tional programs coordinator who offers support and
leadership related to any aspect of instruction,
including elements such as special education and
testing. In addition, a principal provides on-site cam-
pus leadership. The director of business development
works on issues related to the school's funding
sources and purchases.

According to AEIS reports, John H. Wood employs
two teachers and 17 educational aides. These two
“teachers of record” handle many of the administra-
tive and special education duties while working in the
classroom on a limited basis. The 17 “educational
aides” work with students on a daily basis, with
approximately half being teachers and half working
as assistants. Interviews with these teachers indicate

School Characteristics

Founded 1997
Grades 6 to 12
Enrollment 135
Daily schedule 8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.

Days of instruction 180

Student attendance rate 97%
Student dropout rate 0.4%

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

that many are degreed and certified and have experi-
ence in traditional public school or alternative school
settings.

A variety of professional development activities are
made available to John H. Wood teachers throughout
the year. Administrators report that early release days
and staff development days are incorporated into the
school schedule. The superintendent explains that
although the teachers regularly participate in profes-
sional development needs assessments, many times
the assessments identify the same areas teachers have
already chosen for staff development. Recent profes-
sional development topics mentioned by administra-
tors and teachers include behavior management, dif-
ferentiated instruction, writing, and crisis interven-
tion. A number of teachers also reported participat-
ing in graduate courses or specialized certification
courses (e.g., special education) prompted by their
experience at the school. Due to the student popula-
tion the school serves, special emphasis is placed on
behavior management strategies. The superintendent
described a professional development session led by a
leading consultant in behavior management that was
particularly effective in helping teachers understand
the use of positive affirmation techniques.

School Staffing

Number of teachers 2
Student-teacher ratio
Beginning teachers 0%
Teacher average years experience 9.5
Teacher turnover rate 83%
Teachers with no degree 0%
Teachers with advanced degrees
Average teacher salary

Average campus administrator salary
Average central administrator salary

Source: 2001-02 AEIS report.

not reported

100%
$44,501
$63,000
$55,000



John H. Wood administrators believe it takes a spe-

cial kind of teacher to work with the at-risk, emo-
tionally disturbed students that their school serves.
The superintendent has primary responsibility for
personnel decisions. In describing what he looks
for when hiring a new teacher, the school’s super-
intendent explains that there are certain qualities
that distinguish some candidates from others:

I’'m looking for the person who lowers
their voice when everybody else is raising
theirs, it’s a disposition, it’s a very secure
person in their own right who doesn’t get
upset easily and then kind of transmits that
calm and serenity to the children...the
piece you can’t teach is that personality, so
that’s the first factor that | look for.

Recognizing the unique challenges their teachers
may face, school administrators require potential
job candidates to observe classes for two days prior
to the interview process. Administrators say this
process helps candidates experience first-hand the
school environment and make an informed deci-
sion as to whether they feel suited for a position.
Additionally, all new teachers are paired with a
more experienced teacher during their first year
to introduce them to the school, its procedures,
and regulations associated with the treatment cen-
ter. Not surprisingly, many of the teachers at John
H. Wood have previous experience working with
at-risk students in a variety of contexts. Several
teachers commented that they heard about the
school through co-workers or friends and sought
out a position because of their desire to work with
at-risk students.

School Finance

$13,305
$6,705

Per-pupil expenditure
Per-pupil for instruction

Local revenue 0%
State revenue 95%
Federal revenue 5%

Source: Actual financial data for all funds,
PEIMS 2001-02.

Educational Program

The education program at John H. Wood Charter
School is based on a one-room schoolhouse
model. Each classroom is composed of approxi-
mately 16 students of varying age and grade levels
(6-12) and two faculty members (one teacher, one
assistant). With the exception of lunch and recre-
ation time, for the most part, students remain in
the same classroom with the same teacher each
day. This atmosphere, as described by school
administrators, is meant to approximate a family
environment because most of these students have
been separated from their families. Administrators
also point out that this atmosphere encourages
peer role modeling and tutoring.

A structured environment also plays a key role in
John H. Wood’s educational program.
Administrators and teachers comment that the
presence of a regular schedule with reliable expec-
tations is crucial to these students in particular
since many have not experienced a safe, pre-
dictable environment in the past. Although there
are no formal class periods, most teachers estab-
lish a regular schedule for their classroom.
Teachers describe a typical day as including time
for work on assignments, journaling, regular
breaks, individual reading (books or newspapers),
recreation, and character or social skills activities.

To accommodate the needs of 16 students of vary-
ing grade levels, teachers rely primarily on individ-
ual instruction. Upon entering the school, each
student (regardless of special education status) is
assessed and an individualized education plan
(IEP) is created. Based on this plan, teachers give




each student a set of core content-area assignments in
an individualized folder. Students work on assign-
ments of their choice, at their own pace, and there
are no scheduled periods for specific subject areas.
However, students are required to work on at least
one assignment from each core area each day.
Although teachers provide a limited amount of whole-
group or small-group instruction, students primarily
work individually with teachers answering their ques-
tions and guiding their progress on a one-on-one
basis. Although each teacher sets specific guidelines
for their classroom individually, most teachers estab-
lish goals for the number of assignments students
complete in a day.

Most teachers explained that even though they do
not regularly give students tests in the traditional
sense, they are constantly monitoring students’
progress. Teachers are expected to evaluate students’
completed assignments and provide feedback within
one day; they then instruct them on how to proceed
with assignments. One teacher explained the process
she uses: “On a daily basis, they turn their work in and
as they turn their work in, | try and get it graded...it’s
like immediate feedback and what | do is look at each
one of their books and | see exactly where they’re at.”

Teachers also use some formal assessments to monitor
students’ progress. Because many incoming students
have not been enrolled in other schools consistently
enough to have recent TAAS scores, the Comprehensive
Learner Adapted Scope and Sequence (CLASS) test
plays a key role in the school’s educational program.
Students take the test upon entering and the results
inform the development of IEPs. Upon leaving John
H. Wood (most students stay only six to nine months),
students are assessed again to gauge the progress they

have made. Some teachers also use specific sections
of the CLASS test to assess students’ understanding of
particular objectives or concepts.

Teachers believe that this high level of individual
instruction is facilitated by the fact that there are two
teachers in every classroom. While one teacher is
technically a teaching assistant, the students are not
aware of this distinction and are expected to treat
them as equals. Teachers say they also collaborate
with their assistants as equals. They believe that hav-
ing two faculty members in the classroom is a great
benefit to the students. “The thing I’'ve found,” com-
ments one teacher, “is that everybody pretty much
backs each other up...everybody’s a teacher because
everybody has something to bring to the table...where
I can’t reach one [student], my partner might be able
to get to them, so that’s what we do.” This collabora-
tion also extends outside the classroom. Teachers
mentioned working with other classes on specific
projects or allowing a student to work in another
teacher’s classroom if they needed a break from their
own classroom.

Teachers also receive a great deal of support from
staff members of the Campbell A. Griffin Residential
Treatment Center. Treatment center staff members
remain in the hallways of the school section to assist
teachers with students if necessary. This assistance
may range from simply talking with a student so he or
she can return to the classroom, to intervening in
ways that preclude an unsafe environment when a
student is losing control. Additionally, as part of their
treatment, most students have regular sessions with a
therapist. These therapists, other treatment center
staff, and teachers collaborate to reinforce consistent
consequences and interactions with students.




John H. Wood administrators believe that only
when the first two rules—be here, be kind—are
accomplished can productive learning in the class-
room take place. Thus, in addition to their educa-
tional development, teachers also try to guide and
support students’ social development during their
time at the school. Due to a history of abuse, neg-
lect or other issues, many John H. Wood students
have not had an opportunity to build positive per-
sonal or social interactions in the past. Teachers
use programs such as Boy’s Town or Character
First to impart social skills such as respect, honesty,
and integrity. Using videos, role-playing, and
quizzes, teachers show students appropriate forms
of social interaction that can be used both inside
the classroom and in everyday society. The school
also relies on a positive affirmation program to
encourage appropriate behavior in the classroom.
Students are presented with target positive behav-
iors to practice in the classroom, and the class is
rewarded with points that earn incentives such as
candy bars or pizza. Administrators and teachers
comment that this positive approach, in contrast
to more punitive strategies, has been a very suc-
cessful disciplinary strategy and has encouraged a
culture of positive peer pressure in the classroom.
Teachers also note that when students are present-
ed with appropriate and meaningful assignments
that they can successfully complete, discipline
problems tend to be infrequent.

Although they find working with at-risk students
challenging, John H. Wood teachers emphasize
that their job is also very rewarding. Many feel a
great sense of satisfaction in seeing students
progress both educationally and socially, despite
their challenges or past experiences. “That’s what

keeps me coming back,” commented one teacher.
“You know where these kids have been and yet
they’re willing to come into a classroom, be pro-
ductive, even though they know they have all these
strikes against them.” Although John H. Wood
teachers recognize the special needs of their stu-
dents and the somewhat unique circumstances in
which they teach, many see it simply as “just anoth-
er opportunity to teach.” Some teachers view their
students’ emotional and behavioral problems as
an opportunity to grow and learn. Reflecting on
this, one teacher said:

They’re just children who have had tough
lives and they’ve managed and | look at it
this way-some of the things that they con-
fide in you, | don’t know if I would have
made it as far as they have, so | look at that
and to me that’s a way to learn another
approach, a way to learn another some-
thing to do for them, another way to learn
a way to exalt them, to push them up so
that they can do better.

Governance

John H. Wood Charter School’s governing board
is composed of citizens from all walks of life. The
current five-member board includes an account-
ant, a minister, a lawyer, a pediatrician, and a
social worker/counselor. Several of the members
have experience with at-risk students either
through the juvenile justice system or the educa-
tional system. The board primarily oversees issues
of policy and budgeting.




Accomplishments

Although neither the setting nor the instructional
methods are traditional, John H. Wood Charter School
has experienced positive results. In one year, the
school went from being classified as Low-Performing
to a classification of Commended under Texas’ alter-
native education accountability rating system.

TAAS results also indicate dramatic improvements
during the past several years. The percentage of stu-
dents passing all portions of the TAAS increased from
46 percent to 80 percent between 2000 and 2002.
Results for individual subjects and grade levels are
unavailable due to the small number of students test-
ed. In addition, due to mobility and special education
exemption, a significant number of students do not
take the TAAS. For example, in 2002, 66 percent of
John H. Wood students were tested and of those, 44
percent took the State-Developed Alternative

Assessment (SDAA). The same year, 32 percent of stu-

dents were exempt from testing based on their
Admission, Review and Dismissal (ARD) committee
recommendations.

Equally notable, according to teachers, is the person-
al and attitudinal progress that students make while
at the school. Beyond test scores and passing rates,

teachers point out that students leave with a new posi-

tive attitude about learning and confidence that they
can succeed in school. One teacher described the
changes he has seen:

To see some of them [students] come in, who
haven’t been in school for a year and a half or
two years for whatever reasons, been bounced

Campus Accountability Rating

2000 Low-Performing
2001 Commended
2002 Commended

Source: AEIS report.

from this placement to this placement, and to
see them get that light in their eyes..."Wow, |
can do this.’

Administrators and teachers believe that this progress
is due not only to the school’s educational program but
also to the safe, stable environment provided for the
students. Staff members commented that most stu-
dents had the academic ability all along but the com-
bination of treatment center activities and the educa-
tional program helped to unlock their capabilities.

John H. Wood shows that simplicity can be an effec-
tive strategy to help students overcome difficult situa-
tions. Based on a foundation of three simple rules,
the school relies on individual attention, structure,
and caring teachers to help students progress educa-
tionally and discover the joy of learning once again.
Administrators and staff believe that in experiencing
educational success, these students begin to see
beyond the difficult experiences that brought them
to the school and look with confidence to a brighter
future.

TAAS Percent Passing
TAAS All Tests

2000 46.2%

2001 83.3%

2002 80.0%

Source: AEIS reports.
Combined passing rates for
grades 3-8 and 10.
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