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(a) Significance
(Section 1): There is an urgent need for more equitable access to challenging, mind-engaging academic courses, designed according to the latest research in learning, for all American students. No matter their zip code, race, home language, or parents’ income…and no matter if they attend a public or charter school…every US student should be given equal access to the best that America’s educational system can offer. Former US Secretary of Education, Rod Paige, once stated, “College entrance exams reveal that students who take challenging classes, such as AP courses, perform better than their peers in school regardless of their family or financial background…taking harder classes is a key to academic success and AP helps students to challenge themselves and helps schools to close the achievement gap among students from disadvantaged backgrounds.” It is therefore safe to say that one approach to eliminating achievement disparities between socio-economic groups of students lies in the equalization of student access to AP studies. The research of Luce and Thompson, in “Do What Works: How Proven Practices Can Improve America's Public Schools" validates this approach to “leaving no child behind.” Taken from their 2004 manuscript, the chart below brilliantly demonstrates the “equalizing” effects that AP studies can have on students who might otherwise be considered “at-risk”…thus providing compelling evidence of the need for all US schools to assure that their students have access to these types of rigorous learning opportunities. 

	% of TX high school students receiving bachelor’s degrees from TX universities within 5 years of graduation:

	
	Passed AP exam 
	Took but failed AP exam
	Didn’t take AP exam

	                       Anglo  (47,647 students)
	57%
	43%
	22%

	       Hispanic  (19,868 students)
	47%
	26%
	8%

	       African American  (7,813 students)
	42%
	36%
	11%

	             Low Income  (22,028 students)
	40%
	24%
	7%

	                             Total 
	57%
	37%
	17%


   Commenting on these data, Washington Post staff writer, Jay Mathews wrote that according to the chart, it is apparent that “students who did not take AP in high school showed little success in college. That is not very startling. But look at the college completion percentages of students who took and failed an AP exam. Theirs was a strange kind of failure. They were beaten by the equivalent of 30 or 40 strokes by this Tiger Woods of exams, but they still substantially increased their chances of college success. Anglos who flunked an AP exam were twice as likely to get their degrees as Anglos who never took one. Hispanics, African American, and low-income students were 3 times as likely to get their degrees if they at least tried AP.” Does this enclosed grant proposal – that calls for thousands of low-income and impoverished TX students to obtain first-time access to advanced studies opportunities – have national significance? Absolutely! Using pre-AP and AP courses and testing as a catalyst for equity, graduation, college and life success among TX students – particularly those who are at-risk of discrimination & substandard achievement expectations based on their family’s income – defines the vision that drives this urgent and nationally significant appeal for grant funding. 

   Eagle Academies of TX, in partnership with the National Charter School Resource Center, Virtual High School (VHS), TX Regional Education Consortia, and many others, is respectfully requesting grant funding from the US Department of Education - AP Incentive program to transform this vision into reality for Texas charter schools. We will accomplish this undertaking by establishing, developing, implementing, and assessing a statewide AP initiative, entitled “SOAR” (Student Opportunities for Advanced Readiness) that will act as a fine-tuned vehicle for streamlining 3,500 middle school and high school students from 28 campuses into successfully completing rigorous online pre-AP and AP coursework (through VHS), AP testing, and concurrent college credit. SOAR will further be responsible for training - through extensive online and face-to-face professional development and continual mentoring – over 200 teachers and staff of the 28 schools so that they are fully prepared to join VHS’s national cadre of AP practitioners to teach VHS online courses and/or link and support local students to complete the advanced courses offered by the SOAR program. 

   The prestigious Eagle Academies of Texas is the largest charter school district in TX and one of the largest charter LEA’s in the United States. We are known throughout the country for successfully transforming mostly impoverished, at-risk secondary age students into high achievers who can complete college prep coursework, advanced technical skills training courses, and who can succeed in high demanding careers after graduation. Colleges and employers seek Eagle graduates to be a part of their institutions because they know that our students bring with them the qualities of integrity, accountability, respect, academic accomplishment, and a “never give up” commitment to excellence. Our expectations for high student achievement are boundless and uninfluenced by the problems and risk factors that our students might have. Poverty, home language issues, family problems, discrimination, and inequity are “checked in at the door,” so to speak or are triaged by our caring staff so that they do not negatively impact student achievement. Founded in 1999, the Eagle Academies of TX is an LEA network of 18 state chartered schools that is dedicated to providing secondary school age students with quality education through an individualized learning and developmental education approach. Serving a culturally, ethnically, and linguistically diverse student body of 4,000 6th through 12th grade students (many of whom come from some of the most impoverished and highest-risk communities within the state) – we believe that every student can learn; that the goal of education is to produce lifelong learners; and that it is our job to fully prepare Eagle students to become productive members of their communities. We strive to constantly raise the bar on the challenge of learning to more and more rigorous levels so that our students are well prepared for where their life decisions take them. Many of our students didn’t make it in the public education system due to problems with motivation and behavior. But they succeed here because they are engaged to learn via small, student-centered, technology rich environments and they are constantly involved in academic-focused activities (i.e., mentoring, tutoring) designed to build upon their commitment to school. It is therefore not surprising that many of our students who were, at one time, at risk of dropping out of other schools are now mastering the rigorous college prep classes at Eagle. It is now time to raise the bar even higher.

   For the proposed grant initiative, Eagle’s 18 secondary school campuses will join forces with 10 additional Texas-based, high-needs, state chartered secondary schools to pilot, improve, and adopt the SOAR program model. These campuses are all considered “high-needs” due to the fact that they each serve a large proportion of students who come from poverty and low-income families. Fourteen of the participating campuses are directly located in HUD enterprise or empowerment zone communities (in Waco, San Antonio, Dallas, Corpus Christi, Houston, and Rio Grande Valley). Moreover, a minimum of 40% of the students on each of the 28 campuses are enrolled in the Free & Reduced School Lunch and/or Title I program due to their family’s poverty or low-income status. Our partnering network of charter schools is proud to serve a racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse student body with our exceptionally trained and highly competent staff who are linguistically and ethnically indigenous with those we serve. Please see the absolute priority attachment, pages 2-12, for demographic breakdowns of the 28 campuses. After looking at these student demographics, it is unfortunate that some educators might come to the conclusion that an AP initiative would not work here. Some might believe that impoverished students do not have the support systems needed to achieve at high levels – others may believe that the statistical odds are against our poor, minority students from ever accomplishing advanced coursework. Although we intend to shatter these glass ceilings through our proposed grant initiative, it is important to(acknowledge that student achievement inequity based on income and race is real…but doesn’t have to be a reality;(understand why inequity exists; (analyze the roots of why it occurs and persists; and(apply cutting edge research and the best practices of high performing poor and minority serving education institutions to validate the fact that performance gaps between socio-economic subgroups of children can be eliminated once and for all – and that children who may be perceived as “at-risk” of educational excellence can achieve at equal or greater levels than their peers. This is what we intend to do with SOAR...but first, we must go back to step one... 

     Inequity in the TX AP educational system undeniably exists and has been uncovered and evaluated by the research of Texas Christian University. This research shows that throughout the state, high schools with elevated proportions of low-income students enroll, on average, only about 3% of their students in AP courses compared to an average enrollment of 14%-16% in other high schools where low-income students comprise less than half of the population. Additional research from the America Educational Research Association further defines AP enrollment inequity by race and ethnicity. In its 2003 conference report, Dr. McNeil of AERA stated…(While 14% of TX high schoolers are African American, these students comprise only 7% of the TX student population who are enrolled in AP courses and only 29% of those who passed an AP test last year.(While 44% of TX high schoolers are Hispanic, these students comprise only 12% of the population who are enrolled in AP courses and only 40% of those who passed an AP test last year.(While 53% of TX high schoolers come from poverty or low-income households, these students comprise only 16% of the TX student population who are enrolled in AP courses and only 33% of those who passed an AP test last year. When analyzing those TX high schools that directly offer AP courses or that provide access to online coursework on their campuses, equity of access to advanced courses and testing has been identified as a very serious issue. Analyses reveal that a wide variety of entrance requirements to AP studies exist across TX high schools and course providers, with many entity’s entrance requirements calling for work samples, teacher recommendations, grade performance audits, and many times up to a $400-$500 financial commitment from the student. Many of these schools lack counselors to help students gather and submit such registration criteria. Asking students to independently navigate and complete such a comprehensive enrollment process (particularly students who come from poor households with limited parent support) would be the same as asking them to independently write and compile this grant proposal. Neither should be done in a vacuum. 

   Poor, minority, high school students who attend TX charter schools are among those in the state who are least likely to access AP studies. At this time, only 8% of TX charter schools offer AP courses on campus…and only 1% of the remaining TX charter schools report that they provide students with information and access assistance to completing AP coursework online. Comparatively, close to 80% of TX public high schools offer AP courses on their campuses…and 15% of the remaining TX public high schools report that they provide students with access assistance to completing AP coursework online. Among those public and charter high schools that offer online access, we find that AP course opportunities are only minimally utilized by TX students – particularly poor and minority students. Data to support such claims include…(1.8% of all TX charter high school students (compared to 16% of all TX public high school students) are reported to have enrolled in at least one AP course last year with only 50% of these students successfully passing an AP test.(.05% of TX charter high school students who are reported to be minority and from low-income/poverty families (compared to 16% of minority and low-income/poverty public high school students) are reported to have enrolled in at least one AP course last year with approximately only .009% of these students successfully passing an AP test. According to these data, poor and minority students who attend a TX charter school have a greater chance of a)someday being on welfare; b)winning the lottery; or c) being incarcerated in a state penitentiary - than they do of completing an AP class and passing an AP test. Is it going to be easy to turn such an imbalanced system inside out? No. Will we do whatever it takes to make this transformation happen within 3 years for the sake of TX children? Absolutely!

    When digging into the equity gap a little further, we find that despite the fact that TX charter school students could potentially tap into various third party vendors of AP coursework online – they don’t because of several access barriers that prevent them from doing so. These barriers include:(limited AP readiness among charter high school students due to the absence of pre-AP courses;(the absence of a coordinated and formal student registration and communication system between AP online providers and schools;(the absence of a coordinator or central advisor to help synchronize AP testing and course completion with high school/college credit and scheduling systems at the charter school level; and(the lack of trained staff available on school sites to either directly instruct pre-AP and AP courses or support students to complete such courses and testing. The extra cost of AP courses and tests is another barrier that prevents many charter schools from offering direct or indirect online advanced studies. Although financial support for low-income students is available from the state to cover the cost of AP tests, many charters do not have the resources to help children apply for this type of aid and only a handful of schools maintain reciprocal agreements for reimbursement from the state. This is why very few TX charter schools consistently encourage their students who are enrolled in AP to take AP tests. They cannot afford the test costs or the staff resources needed to navigate the financial aid systems.

    The inequity of enrollment in AP studies in TX schools is mirrored in pre-advanced placement studies at the middle school level. Although a larger percentage of TX students enroll in pre-AP courses in middle school than in AP courses in high school, we still see a large disparity of enrollment based on the income and minority status of children as well as based on the type of school the children attend. At this time, only 8.9% of TX charter schools offer pre-AP courses on campus…and only 1% of the remaining TX charter schools report that they provide students with information and access assistance in completing pre-AP coursework online. Comparatively, 53.9% of TX public schools offer pre-AP courses on their campuses…and 10% of the remaining TX public schools report that they provide students with information and access assistance to completing pre-AP coursework online. Even added together, the proportion of TX schools that offer pre-AP are very low compared to other states. Among all TX public and charter schools that report either on-campus or online pre-AP course access, the following data confirm a significant access gap among student socio-economic groupings:(While 14% of TX middle school students are African American, these students comprise only 3% of the TX student population who are enrolled in pre-AP courses.(While 42% of TX middle school students are Hispanic/Latino, these students comprise only 5% of the TX student population who are enrolled in pre-AP courses.(While 53% of TX middle school students come from poverty or low-income households, these students comprise only 8% of the TX student population who are enrolled in pre-AP courses. Moreover, 1.9% of TX charter school students who are reported to be minority and from low-income/poverty families (compared to 12% of the TX public middle school students who are reported to be minority and from low-income/poverty families) are reported to have enrolled in a pre-AP course last year. Again, when analyzing pre-AP data, we find that there are substantially greater proportions of secondary aged students enrolled in pre-advanced placement courses than high school students enrolled in AP courses. In other words, as students progress to high school they are less likely to enroll in AP – independent of the factors of if the coursework is available online or on campus. This trend means that the pre-AP and AP systems in TX are not vertically connected and linked as they should be. In an ideal system, children would forge a pathway that seamlessly transitions them from a rigorous pre-AP system to AP coursework and testing in high school – to even college and careers that enable students to apply what they have learned from AP. This isn’t happening for several reasons. The predominate conclusion that educators come to is that our students who take pre-AP are just simply not prepared for the rigor of AP at the high school level. It is important to interject that the TX Virtual Schools network  - the state’s online AP provider – does not offer pre-AP – nor does the state provide clear standards on what pre-AP classes should cover. Therefore, we find many TX courses that may or may not meet USDOE’s recommendations for rigor and AP alignment.
    A local university recently developed a prediction model to identify incoming TX high school freshmen who were ready for AP studies and college, based on factors such as completion of pre-AP and other rigorous coursework, grades, testing results, etc. Students from approximately 100 TX high schools and 30 TX charter schools were included in the study. The equation used to determine readiness for AP and college concluded that approximately 42% of incoming freshmen in the schools were AP and college ready. Extracting these data using the same evaluation model, the equation more specifically revealed that 40% of incoming freshmen in the 18 Eagle Academy charter schools were AP and college ready. Yet, the equation used to determine the students’ readiness and likelihood to enroll in advanced level courses (AP, concurrent credit enrollment, and International Baccalaureate) identified only 16% of students from the combined study cohort as ever enrolling in these courses. Why don’t these students who either take pre-AP courses in middle school or who demonstrate high levels of academic success continue to AP in high school? Researchers suggest that higher-level thinking, teacher expectations, and challenging content are lacking in the pre-AP courses – and in the general course offerings - delivered in TX schools. Thus, students may not be adequately prepared for the rigor of AP nor have the confidence to approach AP. This is particularly true for charter schools that are prone to using home-grown curriculum instead of pre-AP online courses from USDOE endorsed vendors, like VHS. Here is an example. When preparing this proposal, our planning team placed phone calls into 10+ charter school teachers who had reported offering “pre-AP coursework.” What we found was startling. Only one pre-AP teacher had ever heard of The College Board; none of the teachers reported ever receiving training in pre-AP or AP curriculum-instruction; only 2 teachers reported that their courses were intended to prepare secondary students for future AP coursework; and only 3 teachers reported that their pre-AP curriculum is considered “rigorous.” Poor preparation from watered down pre-AP offerings, combined with the rigid entrance criteria to AP, results in a barrier to enrollment that many students cannot overcome. For those who do continue on into AP, poor preparation leads to the failing of AP tests and flunking out of the courses. 

    Ensuring that pre-AP curricula are rigorous, aligned with AP standards, and challenging is clearly a critical part of the educational reform process. Research suggests that far too often, TX schools that “happen” to serve mostly poor and minority students offer a diluted curriculum and unchallenging academic environment. With the move toward standards-based reform, what is taught in the classroom must be consistent with those higher expectations. Indeed, students cannot be expected to meet strong standards without such alignment. Also, professional development is crucial to providing teachers with content knowledge and pedagogical strategies that are consistent with the standards. (Gamoran, 2000)  The proposed SOAR initiative will meet these challenges by providing a rigorous training professional development system for discipline-focused Vertical Teams of multi-grade level teachers and staff. Moreover, our trained Vertical Teams will work with VHS practitioners to develop and deliver a cadre of VHS online pre-AP & AP courses that will not only be fully aligned between the secondary grades, but will be aligned with the high expectations of our university and business partners so that students are not only prepared for the rigor of AP exams, but for the rigor of the real world.

   Under-enrollment in TX AP courses by low-income and minority charter school students is an eminent problem that must be eradicated through a radical shift in the state charter education system. At this time, the majority of TX charter schools cannot justify having a high school teacher released one period to teach the 3 students in the senior class who may want to take AP Statistics or the release of another teacher for one period to teach the 7 students ready to advance to a higher level course in preparation for taking an AP class their senior year.  But this is soon to change. Imagine that same charter high school - able to offer its students a choice of 17+ different AP courses. Imagine thousands of TX charter school students also able to access a full range of pre-AP courses for credit recovery or enrichment during after school and in-school hours. And imagine all of this happening in tandem with a school-based student recruitment, registration, site-based testing, and student support service network that would be facilitated by highly trained counselors, site coordinators, and teachers in a seamless system that would transition students from rigorous pre-AP studies to AP course completion and testing at the high school level – all free of cost. The proposed SOAR program will accomplish this and more. SOAR will provide the resources and infrastructure needed to allow TX charter schools to train their teachers and staff, but more importantly, their students, for success – not only in the classroom, not only on AP tests, but, success on the college level and in life. Nationwide, only a fraction of the students who could thrive in such programs of advanced study are provided access to challenging, engaging courses.  It is the basis of this proposal that ALL students respond positively to courses that engage them in student centered, active learning. Eagle Academies of TX has successfully equalized academic achievement on its campuses in such a way that differences in achievement between socio-economic sub-groups of students are practically non-existent. We will apply our knowledge, successes, and beliefs that all students from all economic backgrounds are capable of advanced study – making the SOAR initiative a success. It is not fair that students in low-income areas or who attend a charter school are not provided with the same opportunities to achieve on an advanced level as their peers. It is not fair that teachers do not have the necessary educational backgrounds or training in the content areas to design and deliver AP studies. Students in under-served populations, particularly those in smaller size charter schools with limited faculty will be especially well served by SOAR – which will, for the first time, provide students with access to world-class faculty through the power of VHS’s internet-based education system. Most teachers want to improve their skills and provide students with the motivation and desire to succeed in challenging courses.  Many low-income students are non-traditional learners who flourish when presented with well-designed, student-centered courses where they can achieve at their own pace while remaining part of a community of learners. SOAR will magnify these strengths and motivations. Built upon the scientific researched-based model and successful practices of VHS - where schools pool resources, share expertise, and become trained using the latest and best educational pedagogy, the proposed SOAR program will provide even the smallest and poorest charter schools in TX the opportunity to offer supported, online pre-AP and AP courses in all disciplines for their students. As a key partner, VHS has extensive expertise in delivering online pre-AP and AP courses. VHS began such endeavors over 8 years ago with a Technology Challenge Grant from USDOE and is now an international nonprofit collaborative of 268 schools from over 29 US states and 24 countries that has demonstrated validated success in delivering online advanced study courses. VHS is also currently funded by USDOE through the AP Incentive grant to provide its existing pre-AP and AP course offerings to thousands of impoverished children throughout America. Evaluation of the VHS program has revealed the nearly all children who take VHS online courses – regardless of family income or race - not only pass their advanced study courses, but also pass their respective AP exams, score higher on college entrance exams, and demonstrate higher levels of academic achievement than their peers. The SOAR initiative will allow us to replicate these successes among thousands of disadvantaged students. Together, our network of 18 Eagle Academy Charter Schools, 10 additional partnering high-needs charter schools, VHS, and over 17 community, state, and regional partnering agencies will deploy SOAR within the following shared vision and beliefs:(Education need not be limited by the barriers of time and place and lack of accessible or trained faculty. Rather, we believe that high-quality education should be possible – today — for all students everywhere.(Student-centered online courses can be successfully designed and delivered to students to enhance their educational experience and accomplishments of advanced studies.(Online education through VHS is a viable education access alternative for charter school students due to the fact that VHS can effectively offer any school with internet connectivity a wealth of trained, experienced faculty members qualified in numerous disciplines, for teaching a wide array of courses designed to meet the needs of all students.(Students have a greater chance of accessing and successfully completing advanced online coursework if there is a campus based support network that doesn’t allow them to get lost in the system or fall through the cracks.(An innovative, standards-based, articulated, rigorous curriculum is needed to ensure diverse, exciting learning choices for students.(Online teaching should augment – not replace - traditional classroom teaching. &(The goals of education are advanced best by putting value and service first. VHS’s online courses are a proven, flexible solution for schools needing an expanded curriculum, teachers seeking new horizons, parents wanting more involvement with their children’s education, and a society dealing with ways to offer better more accessible educational opportunities to children. The SOAR program is designed to significantly increase the participation and success of low-income charter school students in pre-AP and AP courses through the VHS resource network and online course offerings. Throughout the grant term, SOAR will standardize, streamline, and simplify entrance requirements to pre-AP and AP courses to ensure that access is equitable for all students. This effort includes the coordination of financial aid assistance between the schools, VHS, and the state. Participating charter schools will require all schools to have, on staff, a full-time SOAR staff member who will be a College Board registered AP test administrator; which will help us ensure that all children who pass an online VHS AP class – take the AP test and receive concurrent college credit if they pass the test. Targeted recruitment of low-income students for AP and pre-AP courses at both the middle and high school levels will include one-on-one solicitation of students by teachers of advanced courses, promotion of AP courses (both online and in-school formats), student scheduling and academic advising systems that help streamline children into the program, and an intensive parent communication system that will engage parental support for student participation and college readiness. Intensive within-feeder-pattern staff development – aimed at increasing the rigor of instruction and infusing AP instruction and skill building for student readiness of AP - will be conducted in Vertical Teams of instructional staff. Staff development will include practitioner training, coaching, mentoring, induction, and in-classroom assessments to sustain the Vertical Teams. By providing the necessary professional development training to empower teachers in targeted schools to successfully help deliver VHS’s challenging online courses, as well as providing mentoring and supervision by experienced teachers of pre-AP and AP courses to these selected teachers in the targeted schools, this proposal addresses all of the major goals of the AP grant initiative. Utilizing the nationally recognized online professional development courses designed and delivered by VHS, which will be customized to meet the objectives of this proposal – as well as training offered by the College Board - targeted schools will be provided a mechanism for seeding systemic change. As all of the proposed training is developed according to recognized pedagogy and designed to model effective teaching strategies, Vertical Teams from the targeted schools will join a nation-wide collaborative of VHS teachers who share our vision for enhancing disadvantaged students’ access to advanced studies. Through participation in an online community of learners, faculty of the targeted schools will receive instruction in the latest educational pedagogy through VHS’s Netcourse Instructional Methodology (NIM), a 6-graduate-credit online course, as well as through online training and mentoring from VHS in pre-AP and AP course subject areas. Our teachers will also be provided with ongoing supervision by content experts from VHS through delivery of their courses. Vertical Teams of teachers will join efforts with school guidance counselors and administrators to complete Vertical Team, Building Success, and other appropriate training from The College Board and other expert practitioners to prepare them to enhance student participation in the program, develop rigorous curriculum and instruction to build-upon VHS’s course offerings, and to teach online courses through VHS. Research has shown that the collegial discussions and supportive feedback provided in the VHS professional development model has been an effective catalyst for educational change in VHS high-poverty schools. Research supports the fact that the training benefits to teachers extend to non-Virtual High School courses. Aside from using new technological skills in regular classrooms, teachers demonstrate that they use new teaching and assessment approaches – as well as incorporate into the instruction the knowledge and skills needed in future AP courses - in all of the courses they teach. These new classroom strategies will result in top-down transformation in the curriculum and instruction at the 28 schools. As our Vertical Teams learn how to effectively teach children the study, learning, and knowledge skill sets necessary for success in AP courses and exams, they will incorporate these same principles and best practices in all of their courses. Because of this, our consortium will actually begin preparing students for AP studies on the first day they step foot on campus, no matter what grade they are in.

   At this time, none of the 28 participating campuses offer pre-AP courses on site – nor do the participating campuses report that any of their students complete online/alternative pre-AP coursework last year for school credit (with the exception of 2 students who did this privately). The SOAR initiative will completely transform the education program at the 28 participating campuses as it will be responsible for offering students direct, free, and guided access to VHS’s current 14 pre-AP course offerings. In addition to these classes, the Vertical Teams from our consortium schools will further develop 3 additional pre-AP courses to add to the VHS online pre-AP cadre which will be uniquely designed to fill the course subject and skills gaps that have been identified to exist in the current VHS program. These courses will be rigorous in nature and scaffold to prepare each child for success in future AP studies. CollegeEd (a 12 lesson course developed by The College Board) will also be customized by VHS and SOAR staff to meet the needs of our students – and will be implemented in all schools for 7th graders. CollegeEd will incorporate specific instruction designed to imbed the college mindset, teach the value of college and the process of getting into college, educate students regarding the types of colleges appropriate for different careers, and guide students through the college planning and preparation process. 

   SOAR will be responsible for completely transforming the high school level education programs at our 28 partner schools as it will offer first time student access to VHS’s existing online AP courses and a campus-based AP examination program.  In addition to these classes, the Vertical Teams from our consortium schools will further develop 3 additional AP courses to add to the VHS course cadre. Because many of our students come into our schools – at risk of low academic achievement due to inequity issues, SOAR will offer test preparation, tutoring, remediation, and a plethora of other student support activities to help “triage” students through this new advanced studies system to ensure students have access to all of the information and skills needed to independently pass AP courses and exams. This “triage” of support and student preparation will be offered to children of all secondary grade levels (6th-12th – and will take place in the form of (coordination of bi-weekly (1 hour per scheduled day) morning academies that will provide tutoring, remediation, academic skill building, AP module/course exploration, and academic mentoring to under-proficient 7th-12th grade students and 6th graders to help prepare them for future entrance into pre-AP and AP coursework; & ( coordination of bi-weekly (2 hours per scheduled day) after school academies for pre-AP and AP enrolled students that will incorporate study and college readiness skills workshops for students; academic focused service learning; one-to-one academic mentoring from teachers, business professionals, and college students; one-to-one tutoring and expanded library access; test preparation assistance; academic advising & college planning; and teacher looping strategies – to support SOAR enrolled students in passing and mastering their pre-AP and AP courses and testing. SOAR will also deploy a program recruitment system and monthly parent workshops that will incorporate opportunities for families and children to gain information on the importance of advanced studies and college.

   Twenty-eight state chartered secondary schools – which host both middle school and feeder high school education programs – have provided documentation of their commitment to actively participate in the program. Schools were selected on the basis of 1) percentage of low-income students, 2) whether or not both the middle school and high school level administration and/or staff would fully participate in the program, and 3) staff commitment to participating and to attending the program related professional development in vertical terms. As shown in the enclosed student data charts, (please cross reference the resume attachments pages 5-10) all schools serve populations in which proportions of low-income students are greater than 40% as defined by free/reduced lunch counts and/or Title 1 data. The SOAR program is designed to provide these 28 high-needs schools all of the elements necessary to guarantee that motivated students, regardless of their own economic background or the educational background and experience of their teachers, will be provided with the coursework necessary to succeed on a more equal scale on the standardized tests nationally recognized as the measurement of advanced study – the AP Tests administered by The College Board. Increases in access to and completion of pre-advanced placement and AP online courses; increases in the number of students who take and pass AP tests and who obtain concurrent college credit as well as the acquisition of skills that are so important to employers; improved teacher training and quality; enhanced student achievement of academic standards and rigorous advanced coursework; increases in student GPA and improved performance on SAT, ACT, PSAT, and college entrance exams; the raising of local level academic standards through teacher training and adoption of advanced studies; increases in low-income student participation in pre-advanced and AP courses; the development of rigorous and vertically aligned pre-advanced placement and college preparation courses; and increased parental involvement are just a few of the expected outcomes we anticipate from SOAR. Not only will SOAR completely transform the educational system of the 28 participating campuses through the provision of first time student access to some of the highest quality online pre-AP and AP learning opportunities in the country, but SOAR will impact and transform the level of education and advanced studies access for thousands of TX children in the years following the grant. By the third year of the program, we will have acquired the research validation needed to substantiate the effectiveness, best practices, and efficacy of the SOAR model – which will be documented, packaged, disseminated to, and replicated by hundreds of other TX charter schools that share our vision of helping children soar to new and greater levels of academic and life success. 

  (Section 2): The proposed SOAR program will directly impact 3,500 students - which is approximately 85% of the student population in the secondary grades enrolled at the participating 28 charter schools. State achievement data indicate that over half of the student population of these schools are achieving above grade level on the TAKS state assessment in at least one subject area and, thus, are potential candidates for advanced coursework. The charts listed in the attachments (please cross reference resume attachments pages 5-10) provide a breakdown of student participation figures per each campus. By participating in SOAR, schools will experience increased student achievement, improved learning environments, improved curriculum and instruction, improved vertical articulation of curriculum and instruction across grade levels, higher expectations for student achievement, increased enrollment in pre-AP and AP courses, and increased levels of students passing AP testing. The program will operate under the fiscal and programmatic management of Eagle Academies of TX (a state chartered school district), which will also support the participation of 18 of its campuses to adopt the SOAR program. Ten additional high-poverty TX charter schools have joined our consortium, for a total of 28 SOAR targeted high-needs schools. Because our aligned district and campus strategic plans incorporate goals to establish pre-AP and AP courses at the secondary levels, substantial increases in first-time pre-AP and AP enrollment and testing as a result of the program is bound to result in systematic school and district-wide change. These same goals can be seen in the strategic plans of our  partnering charter school campuses as well as in the state-wide and national plan of our key partner, the Charter School Resource Center. This entity - which is the appointed coordinating body for TX charter schools - has agreed to fully participate and support the proposed SOAR initiative so that its additional 100+ secondary charter school members will have the support and resources needed to adopt the SOAR model on their campuses within the next 3 to 5 years. This added element of supportive adoption and replication among other state charter schools ensures systemic state-wide change within the TX charter school education system. Please also note that we have established partnership agreements with each of the Texas Regional Education Service Centers in our campus areas – to also provide the forum and resources necessary to help evaluate and replicate the SOAR model among their service center charter schools in years to come. The SOAR model will not only directly impact 3,500 students in the first 3 years, but could – through these partnerships – potentially impact several hundreds of thousands of disadvantaged students in Texas who would otherwise not have access to pre-AP and AP studies. Specific outcomes of the SOAR program are as follows: (Enrollment distributions of students in pre-AP and AP courses at all participating schools will align to the income distributions of school student populations as measured by school enrollment data compared to the 20-day count. (Equitable student access to pre-AP and AP courses as measured by school adopted online curriculum guides, published school-based documentation, and random student surveys. (Increased rigor and teaching quality by participating staff in the pre-AP and AP courses. (A minimum of one teacher from each Vertical Team will complete at least 12 graduate credits by attending the VHS NIM and TLC online training and will teach a minimum of 2 online pre-AP or AP courses through VHS each year. (Alignment of pre-AP and AP curriculum from middle to high school levels for all participating schools will be carried out by site level Vertical Teams.(Increased enrollment in pre-AP courses by low-income/impoverished secondary school age students of targeted schools - from what is now less than 1% to at least 62%.(Improved academic achievement among students as measured by the TAKS, AP exams, and student GPA.(Development of at least 3 online and campus based pre-AP and college readiness classes. (Improved college preparation and readiness for the rigor of high school Advanced Placement studies among target campus students. (Increased number of students who obtain college credit while in high school and apply such credit towards a degree program when transitioning into the post-secondary education system.(Increased performance among students on the SAT, PSAT, ACT, and their college entrance exams. (Increased enrollment in AP courses by low-income/impoverished secondary age students from target schools from what is now less than 1% to at least 17%. (100% of AP enrolled students who pass an AP course will take an AP exam. (Increased percentages of students who pass AP exams. (Parents will demonstrate increased involvement with their children’s academics, enhanced knowledge of college enrollment & financial aid systems, and an enhanced role in supporting children’s participation in SOAR pre-AP and AP activities. (Please cross reference the evaluation section below for descriptions of how each outcome will be measured)
   As VHS is one of the best constructed examples of design-based advanced learning research to date, this proposal has the added benefit of being offered in partnership with a nationwide education collaborative and think tank with a proven track record in providing exactly what it says it can deliver. VHS is an AP grantee and is a nationally recognized and accredited agency that offers online, scientifically-based professional development for teachers and school staff, student centered AP and pre-AP online courses which foster student engagement and success, and online development and delivery of courses through the VHS administrative and management systems which currently facilitate the design and delivery of asynchronous online courses to 526 students in 24 countries. VHS is an international non-profit organization that has been delivering pre-AP and AP courses online for the past 8 years, and has a proven track record of success for students in such courses. For example, 95% of VHS students pass their pre-AP or AP courses & more than 80% of VHS students taking VHS online AP courses receive a passing score of 3 or higher on their AP exam. For the SOAR program, Eagle Academies of TX will join forces with VHS to not only coordinate and deliver a large portion of the professional development and advanced studies courses online, but these partners will also combine resources to further develop 6 new, very rigorous, online pre-AP and (College Board approved) AP courses that will be piloted and assessed during the program period. We will also work with VHS on an exciting new project, which has been approved and endorsed by the College Board. This project involves re-designing and customizing the College Board’s existing 12 lesson CollegeEd curriculum into a more comprehensive course that includes AP exploration studies, college readiness, and campus-based activities that incorporate academic mentoring through college pen pals, college campus based activities, and much more. VHS, the proponent of the proposed online pre-AP and AP coursework, has an established record of providing exactly the type of sustained educational change that is called for in the federal grant guidance. As an independent evaluation agency recently documented in its final report on VHS, “Technology enables VHS students to take high-quality courses, offered by high-quality teachers, that would not be available to them otherwise” (see VHS information in resume attachments, pages 11-21). Though this evaluation research, we find that students who take pre-AP and AP courses from VHS have higher grades in school, score higher on their state achievement tests and on college entrance exams, have a better chance of passing an AP test, and have a greater chance of enrolling into and graduating from a post-secondary education institute – than their peers. These, in addition to eliminating equity gaps in achievement among low income, minority, and other students - are just some of the many positive results we will replicate with SOAR. The potential magnitude of the results of the SOAR program is tremendous and reasonable given Eagle Academies of TX and it’s partners’ long history of delivering on the educational promises they make. Eagle Academies of Texas has successfully pulled this large collaborative of schools and partners together through an intensive grant planning, needs assessment, and resource inventory process – which began well before the AP RFP was released. Every school and district administrator, every board and site level stakeholder group member, teachers, parents, and even students – have all been involved in developing SOAR and all have committed their full support to making this grant proposal a reality. Our partner, VHS, has proven that the impact challenging, online classes can make on student achievement is sustainable long after grant funding ends. Students who take VHS pre-AP and AP courses show greater academic successes and educational achievement long after they graduate from high school. VHS has become an international educational entity that has demonstrated expertise in advanced placement services and in meeting its organizational mission of “creating an international consortium of schools that expands members’ curricular offerings through an online network of courses that support reform.” Through SOAR and through its partnership with Eagle, this can be accomplished for TX charter schools so that students of the program can experience sustained life long learning as they graduate from high school and transition into college and career. 
    Professional development of teachers is at the core of school improvement and is the fundamental catalyst for educational reform. For the SOAR program, staff development, follow-up assessments, practitioner mentoring, teacher induction, and coaching designed to increase the rigor and quality of instruction of pre-AP and AP courses will be conducted in Vertical Teams of teachers and staff from both the middle school and feeder high school levels of the 28 participating campuses. In his article, Bringing Secondary Education into the Information Age: Universal College Preparation: Preschool through Postsecondary, James England (2001) stresses the importance of aligning middle school standards and curricula with high school level standards. Both the Vertical Teams and Building Success training components of the SOAR program will heavily concentrate on the alignment of standards in a vertical fashion – allowing teams to make these curricular adjustments throughout the 3 year grant.  Both the Vertical Teams and Building Success trainings also require instructors to incorporate higher level thinking strategies and advanced content into the instructional setting, adopt positive attitudes and high expectations of all students, and use student assessment data to improve instruction. These strategies have been found to be key differentiating characteristics of schools that have high proportions of academically successful low-income students. (Henchey, N., 2001) Follow-up assessments and practitioner coaching that measure indicators of instructional effectiveness and best practices will be built into the training offerings; which will require instructors to demonstrate transfer of training into the online VHS classrooms (and into the physical classroom) – and to continually improve upon the best practices learned through training. Vertical Teams will meet on a regular basis to discuss, study, share, and assess the effectiveness of such practices in a cycle of continuous improvement. Follow-up study group and practitioner training components, incorporating a quality circle process, have been demonstrated to be effective methods for increasing the efficacy of staff development and the delivery of training in the classroom.(Fouchey, G.S., 1991) Utilizing timely publications and the latest educational research as the basis for its training, schools across the US have reported that VHS’s training and the proposed training from The College Board have acted as catalysts for systemic change in their districts. Teachers have transferred the skills they learned to their classrooms as well, even in non-pre-AP and AP courses.  

   A strong secondary school academic curriculum is proven to be a main factor that contributes to a student’s success in college.(Alderman, 1999) The proposed SOAR program will initially serve 28 targeted high-needs charter secondary schools, developing and delivering 11 pre-AP study courses in diverse levels of study from introductory on a secondary level to advanced placement preparatory on the high school level. Research points out that if the courses are of high rigor and if they are vertically aligned to AP learning standards, then students have a much higher chance of successfully passing AP courses and exams. SOAR will incorporate a variety of strategies to ensure this happens. The existing VHS pre-AP classes have been developed by some of the top AP educators and veteran level teachers throughout the country and they have been independently assessed by a third party researcher using a control-experimental design. Results show that not only are the classes 100% articulated with the full set of skills & content that will be expected of students when they take AP courses and exams; but they are also evaluated to be rigorous in that if a child takes one of these pre-AP courses, research shows that he has a statistically higher chance of achieving better grades in school, better test scores on state achievement exams, has a better chance of enrolling in and passing AP courses and exams, and does better on SAT’s and college entrance exams. Research also shows that AP students consistently report higher GPA’s throughout college than their peers. Children who do better in high school and on college entrance exams are also more likely to graduate from college with an advanced degree and enter the workforce at a higher salary level. As we work with VHS to develop the 3 additional pre-AP courses for SOAR students, we will maintain these high standards and evaluation protocol to assess and improve instructional efficacy.

    VHS will further deliver its existing 14 course cadre of AP courses - designed to meet the rigor and specifications of The College Board and to promote success on the AP tests administered by The College Board. Through the development of 6 additional pre-AP and AP online courses, SOAR will be directly responsible for not only establishing first time access to pre-AP and AP courses to over 3,500 TX charter school students, but we will also increase the availability of VHS course options which will have state-wide and national impact for the hundreds of VHS schools and thousands of students. SOAR vertical team members will join VHS practitioners as they teach the pre-AP and AP online courses they have been trained in as well as provide a triage of support for students, thus ensuring the sustainability of this program. The researched benefits of AP on student achievement – and the research that verifies AP as a key to reducing achievement inequity among students is documented throughout the RFP guidance of the AP grant and can be found in section (c) Program Services below (please cross reference). Such research clearly states that children who take AP courses – even if they don’t pass AP exams – are more likely to score higher on state achievement tests; are more likely to graduate from high school; are more likely to graduate from college; and are more likely to enter higher paying career fields. To help students master pre-AP, AP, and exams, campuses will deploy a plethora of support activities to help transition students through this new advanced studies system. This blanketing of support will occur through bi-weekly after school academies that will incorporate study and college readiness workshops; academic service learning; one-to-one academic mentoring from teachers, business professionals, and college students; one-on-one tutoring and expanded library access; test prep; academic advising and college planning; teacher looping strategies; and much more. Those SOAR 7th-12th grade students who may not be academically ready for pre-AP – or those students who are in 5th and 6th grade and not yet eligible for pre-AP - will be encouraged to attend the one hour, bi-weekly, morning catch up academies to be hosted on each campus. Tutoring, remediation in core subject areas, guided instructional technology, study skills, an AP module pre-exploration series from VHS, and academic mentoring will be just a few of the morning sessions offered. By year 3, we will have acquired the research validation needed to substantiate the efficacy of the SOAR model – which will be disseminated to and replicated by other TX charter schools that share our vision. Our partnership with the Charter School Resource Center and the TX Regional Service Centers will ensure the success of this replication initiative. See section (a)(1) starting above on page 1 of this narrative for impact and scope of work discussions.
(b) Quality of  the Program Design
(Section 1): The proposed SOAR initiative is designed to empower 28 high-needs, high-poverty TX chartered secondary schools to increase accessibility to advanced placement studies for low-income and disadvantaged students. The evaluated program practices that are proven to be effective at reaching the goals, objectives, and outcomes of the program will be compiled, documented, and used to support replication of the program among hundreds of other TX charter schools in the immediate years following the grant funding cycle. Due to the tremendous magnitude of this statewide reform initiative, it is essential that we align all proposed program activities to the goals, objectives, and outcomes set in the RFP and documented in the best practices and research of The College Board, the US Department of Education, and other credible institutions. Full articulation of SOAR programming with federal priorities and research-based best practices will help to prevent the expenditure of grant, staffing, and other resources on any unnecessary, unfocused, or unfounded activities. In other words, we will be fully prepared – from our very first day of implementation – to deliver a program that is saturated in and reflective of the best practices, research, and priorities of those federal and independent authorities that have been charged by Congress to form and oversee the Advanced Placement Incentive program. The primary purpose of this aligned SOAR initiative is to enhance and streamline student access to challenging pre-AP and AP courses which will be delivered online (in tandem with campus based academies and supports) by experienced and qualified faculty from the schools – and from all over the country. The proposed SOAR program will additionally serve to enhance the professional competence of participating school faculty and administration through the offering of online graduate courses designed and delivered according to national standards; Vertical Team trainings for grade level instructor teams within the targeted schools; and through the mentoring, coaching, and induction of faculty and staff. It is our intent to establish, on each of the 28 participating campuses, a fully operational and accessible pre-AP and AP online coursework and campus-based testing service system that is facilitated and instructed by the very best that the American education system has to offer. The campus based SOAR service systems will be coordinated by highly trained teams of academic counselors, practitioner teachers, Vertical Team members, and site coordinators who will work together to “triage” students through SOAR’s seamless pathway of pre-AP ( AP ( AP testing ( post-secondary education and graduation ( career success. The site based staff will make this possible through the implementation of student referral and recruitment systems; standardized, easy-to-access, fully coordinated student registration and financial aid systems; formal dual enrollment and credit recognition systems between schools and post-secondary institutions; academic mentoring and advising of students; tutoring; test preparation support; and much more so that no child falls through the cracks or is left behind. The research of The College Board and USDOE validates the fact that special campus-based supports, such as those proposed by the SOAR program, in addition to professional development are “best practices” for improving at-risk student’s likelihood of successfully completing advanced studies. The SOAR program has been specially developed to meet, envelop, and accomplish the objectives and priorities of the AP Incentive program – as established by Congress and by USDOE - as stated in the grant RFP guidance. To demonstrate this, SOAR has adopted and customized the Department of Education’s purpose statement for the program as taken from the RFP. This statement will now define our overarching goal for the program: To drastically increase the successful participation of low-income and impoverished students in pre-advanced placement and advanced placement courses and tests in a coordinated state-wide effort to improve and enhance the academic achievement of targeted TX students in the standards and learning areas of English, mathematics, science, and other core subjects so that they are well prepared for college success, graduation, and career. This goal will be accomplished through the proven methodology of our partners at Virtual High School. VHS is an AP grantee and is a nationally recognized and accredited agency that offers online, scientifically-based professional development for teachers and school staff; student centered AP and pre-AP online courses which foster student engagement and success; and online development and delivery of courses through the VHS administrative and management systems which currently facilitate the design and delivery of asynchronous online courses to 268 high schools (and 4,526 students) in 29 states and 24 countries. VHS is an international non-profit organization that has been delivering pre-AP and AP courses online for the past 8 years, and has a proven track record of success for students in such courses. For example, more than 80% of VHS students taking VHS online AP courses receive a passing score of 3 or higher on their AP exam. For the SOAR program, Eagle Academies of TX will join forces with VHS to not only coordinate and deliver a large portion of the professional development and advanced studies courses online, but these partners will also combine resources to further develop several new, very rigorous, online pre-AP and AP courses that will be piloted and assessed during the program period. Virtual High School, the proponent of the proposed online pre-AP and AP coursework, has an established record of providing exactly the type of sustained educational change that is called for in the federal grant program guidance. As a 2001 independent evaluation report filed on the agency states, “VHS enlists high quality teachers to design and offer courses that schools could not offer otherwise, teachers would not be able to teach otherwise, and students would not be able to take otherwise. Administrators, teachers, and students all expressed high levels of satisfaction with VHS and the quality of the courses –which was confirmed by panels of outside experts.” Below, are summaries of each of the SOAR programming domains, including a more thorough description of VHS’s role (research supporting each activity can be found in section c-program services):

   -(a)Standardized Entrance to Advanced Studies. Student admission criteria to the SOAR pre-AP and advanced placement courses will be standardized across participating schools to ensure equity of access by all students regardless of income status or cultural background. Currently, admission criteria practices vary widely for those very few students of our schools who have taken pre-AP and AP courses privately through online vendors. The high cost involved and the rigorous entrance requirements of many of these vendors serve as barriers to enrollment for our low-income students. SOAR will address these issues and help eliminate access barriers as our staff works with VHS to standardize and simplify the pre-AP and AP course entrance requirements. SOAR staff will also coordinate financial aid and test fee payment services so that no family has to pay for the VHS online studies or AP exams. 

   Each of the participating charter school sites will establish a staffing trio of at least one teacher, one guidance counselor, and the Site SOAR Coordinator - that will be responsible for developing this easy to navigate, standardized, pre-AP and AP student enrollment, financial aid assistance, student scheduling, and school credit and college/university credit acceptance process system. The trio will be responsible for carrying out the supportive recruitment and “triaging” of low-income/impoverished students so that they make a seamless transition from our pre-AP to AP coursework and testing systems. SOAR staff will develop a policy-procedural handbook that offers step-by-step guidance to teachers, administrators, and triage members on how to fully support and coordinate students through the pre-AP and AP programming systems so that financial and paperwork barriers do not impede course enrollment access by low-income/impoverished students. The triage staff will further establish formal SOAR program offices as a centralized location, on each campus, where children, families, business partners, and others can come together to receive information, discuss program strategies and student needs, and view postings of course schedules and SOAR resources. These offices will host information lending libraries and computer terminals that are accessible to children and families – that can link them with information on VHS, AP and pre-AP opportunities, college, and career. 
   The SOAR Program Director will supervise the standardized use of the student registration and recruitment policies-procedures as well as the revision of school handbooks to ensure that admission criteria are uniform and do not include barriers to students of diverse backgrounds. Schools will be required to adhere to the standardized admission and testing criteria as a condition of participation and will sign documentation to that effect. The Program Director will monitor equity of access to advanced placement courses and tests through school handbook guides and publications as well as through surveys (to be designed by the evaluator) of randomly sampled students from each participating school. 

   This proposed entrance standardization process and system will be adopted from the “best practices” of Broward Unified School District of Florida. As a 2003 recipient of the USDOE AP grant, Broward Unified, in preparation for its grant award, performed an internal research analysis of potential barriers of student access to pre-AP and AP studies among its highest need campuses. The problems that administrators found are mirrored in the problems we have here in TX. Every campus had its own level of site-based and online pre-AP and AP offerings – as well as its own home-grown system of student referral and registration. Very few if any campuses offered registration support to students who were referred for pre-AP and AP by school counselors. Due to inherent risk factors, Broward found that very few low-income and impoverished students were even told about advanced study opportunities – let alone referred for enrollment – and by the time students were matched with difficult to understand/navigate registration processes and associated fees, the chances of a low-income or impoverished student of ever enrolling in such coursework was extremely rare.  Because we are confronted with these same issues – and with the fact that there will be additional registration processes required by VHS of our students, the proposed SOAR program will, again, provide the staffing and support system needed to eliminate paperwork and money barriers for children. Financial aid from the state – in addition to financial resources from this grant – will be combined to cover the full cost of the courses and testing for 100% of students. Moreover, instead of solely relying on school counselor’s referral of students to the program, we will hire and train staff and Vertical Teams to deploy a highly visible recruitment campaign for all students who are ready and able to take the SOAR challenge. When students – who were previously determined to not be ready for pre-AP and AP coursework due to low TAKS scores - show academic improvements via localized assessments, they will be systematically recruited and streamlined into the advanced studies program. The use of an MIS student tracking and scheduling system – that will systemically collect and interpret local assessment results for students and alert school staff of each student’s readiness level for SOAR program entry – will ensure that no child is left without the opportunity to participate. Such alerts will trigger staff to schedule one-on-one academic planning meetings with students and their families - and systemized scheduling of students into SOAR courses. These same strategies were used by Broward in their AP grant, which - over the past 2 years - have shown to even the playing field among its disadvantage students in accessing advanced studies. Examples of standardized entrance criteria and process handbooks will be provided by Broward and will be analyzed, changed to meet the specific needs of our target population, and used by SOAR sites as the basis of establishing a coordinated, barrier-free, student registration system. 

   -(b)Staff Development and Monitoring. The proposed training and professional development services of SOAR are designed to ensure long lasting improvements in curriculum, instruction, and teaching practice among staff participants. Over the 3-year program period, at least 200 teachers and staff from the participating schools will receive intensive staff development with follow-up assessments and coaching designed to increase the rigor of pre-advanced placement courses, the quality of instruction, and the quality of program practices. Upon award of the grant, our first step towards deploying the proposed training system will be to carry out a series of professional development planning sessions and staff orientations. Specifically, the Program Director will request that all selected training vendors (or vendor representatives if the direct trainers are not available) attend a 2 half-day video (or telephone) conference call. Triage staff, building administrators, SOAR Site Coordinators, the grant evaluator, planners of this grant, and other key stakeholders from the Eagle district and schools will be strongly encouraged to attend. During the conference, the Program Director will go – page-by-page – through the awarded grant proposal and supplemental documentation from USDOE and The College Board that articulates the AP Incentive program goals, objectives, contractual requirements, and best practices related to AP/pre-AP programming, training, and assessment. Prior to the call, program administrators will develop a rubric that lists the required trainings indicated in the grant proposal, proposed content of these trainings, and other key quality professional development opportunities that could be beneficial to staff. Training vendors will use this rubric as a tool during the conference meeting - as they work with program stakeholders to plug their training offerings into the rubric chart as well as compare potential open training dates with school and district in-service openings. Because we anticipate a 6 month+ time span between the period of when this grant will be submitted to when it could potentially be awarded – it will be vital to discuss and take into account any recent research, publications, or training offerings when attempting to create the training rubric. By the end of the conference, we will have collaboratively developed an annual training schedule. This process will be repeated annually.

   SOAR Orientation: As we have already acquired the full commitment of every building administrator and faculty body for the SOAR initiative, the staffs of the 28 participating schools have already gone through a rigorous introduction to the model in addition to a site level program planning process as they have helped to develop this grant proposal and the SOAR partnership network. Due to the fact that a 6 month+ period of time will pass between this intense pre-planning phase and the full blown implementation of the grant (and because there will inevitably be some degree of staff turnover at each of the schools), it will be vital to provide the full staff of each participating site and the Eagle district office with a full “re-orientation” to the SOAR initiative. Therefore, the Program Director and key administrators of each campus will co-deliver at least one orientation session (during faculty meetings, in-service, etc.) to every campus and district office that will cover the following topics: goals, objectives, mission, and vision of the SOAR program; overview of funding requirements and restrictions; paperwork and accountability/evaluation requirements; ways in which staff can be involved; and inter-active feedback on ways to improve upon the proposed activities and services. The orientation will be repeated annually and more often as needed. We will also use this orientation forum as a medium for recruiting stakeholders and vertical team members to commit to working in the program. Note that during preliminary planning meetings, we have obtained 100% teacher and administrator support on every campus for this initiative. There have also been a large number of teachers and counselors who have expressed great interest in working in the program.

   Vertical Team Training: The College Board defines a Vertical Team as a group of teachers and staff from different grade levels in a given discipline who work cooperatively to develop and implement a vertically aligned program aimed at helping students acquire the academic skills necessary for success in Advanced Placement studies. For the SOAR program, at least one teacher from each SOAR impacted grade level of each campus will be asked to join the site level, discipline-focused vertical training teams. Because TX schools begin pre-advanced placement at the 7th grade level – and conclude AP offerings at the end of the 12th grade level, our goal will be to retain participation from at least one 7th through 12th grade level teacher per each site per each core discipline (i.e., mathematics, English, history, science, etc.) to form the site Vertical Teams. We will also strongly encourage the participation of 5th and 6th grade teachers so that they can begin preparing their students for pre-AP. Campus administrators, SOAR triage staff, and school guidance counselors will also be strongly encouraged to join the teams. Each team will be organized and facilitated by a Vertical Team Leader, who will likely be a triage staff member, the SOAR Site Coordinator, or a master level practitioner teacher. It is important to note that all of the participating charter schools host both a middle school and high school level program. Therefore, the Vertical Teams will be representative of the middle school teachers and the high school teachers where children will feed into when transitioning from middle school to high school studies. The main purpose behind the forming of the Vertical Teams is to ensure that every team member is fully trained in the curriculum, instruction, assessment, and best practices of pre-AP and AP course delivery so that he/she can incorporate such practices in the VHS virtual classroom (when they teach online courses) and in the physical campus learning environment. Vertical Team members will also be recruited to work in the after school and before school academic academies of the program (described in detail below) – so that they loop and follow students from the virtual classroom – to the physical classroom from year to year – which will help build consistency in the curriculum and learning. In addition to attending the trainings and potentially working in the academy programming, the site level Vertical Team teachers will come together with the SOAR triage and other staff on at least a monthly basis to: discuss programming and student enrollment concerns; supervise and monitor student MIS achievement records to ensure that academically proficient students are systematically streamlined into the program; discuss VHS and site-based curriculum alignment issues and course development strategies; and plan student recruitment and registration activities. Teachers and staff who are not members of the Vertical Teams will always be invited to attend these meetings and SOAR training offerings to share feedback on the program, student needs, and recommended improvements. Vertical Team leaders will act as “liaisons” - responsible for sharing information on the progress of the program and announcing upcoming activities to staff at faculty/department head meetings, Board of Ed meetings, parent-teacher organization meetings, and other stakeholder forums to acquire continual buy-in and input from staff, stakeholders, and parents. 

   As described above, during the initial program orientation sessions and through face-to-face solicitation, Vertical Team members will be recruited by the Program Director and site level Principals. Teams will immediately be scheduled to attend The College Board’s Setting the Cornerstones-Building the Foundation of AP Vertical Teams training, at the start of each program year. The Vertical Teams training is designed to enable educators to create and implement a coherent middle and high school curriculum anchored in the knowledge, skills, and process required for success in advanced placement courses. This training will take form in an annual two-day workshop for vertical teams and other program administrators who will be involved in direct implementation of SOAR. The purpose of the training is to improve academic performance among students and successful participation in The College Board's AP program. The workshop will provide information to participants on The College Board programming while offering strategies for establishing coherence, commitment, collegiality, and collaboration among the members of the teams. Specifically, participants will have the opportunity to examine the mission of The College Board and the AP program; understand the purpose and concept of pre-AP; explore the potential of Vertical Teams; assess readiness for forming Vertical Teams; learn strategies for maintaining, building, and sustaining the Vertical Teams; and learn how to evaluate the progress and explore the purpose of the Vertical Teams. Both AP and pre-AP teachers will participate within their own Vertical Teams. After this (and every other) training, the Site Coordinators will document best practices and strategies used and then purposely infuse discussion and strategy planning of these training topics during the regular campus-based Vertical Team meetings. Such best practice concepts and lists will be integrated with classroom observation and assessment instruments (described below) which will later and systematically be used to evaluate (and provide coaching on) teacher curriculum and instruction. Immediately following this annual training event, teams will further participate in quarterly, one-day follow-up, VHS practitioner-led study groups in each of the three years of the program in order to help build and sustain the vertical terms. During the study groups, participants will also work with VHS practitioners to produce curriculum maps to vertically align the VHS and pre-AP developed courses, school curriculum, and student transition systems.

   Building Success will be an additional annual one day, online, training that will be completed, each year, by Vertical Team teachers who will be instructing pre-AP courses at the middle and high school levels. The training demonstrates ways for infusing active questioning, analysis, and the construction and communication of arguments into the classroom - which are the critical skills required for success in AP courses. The College Board will provide Building Success training in the subject areas of English, social studies, science, and mathematics. Building Success will enable participating educators to effectively instruct underrepresented AP bound populations by using strategic instructional strategies (i.e., active questioning, analysis, and construction) in the program’s pre-AP and AP courses and in the everyday classroom. 

   Annual 20 Hour Training Offerings: Each year of the program, Vertical Teams and triage members will further arrange to attend The College Board and VHS’s online and face-to-face workshops that focus on student academic counseling strategies, AP and pre-AP coordination and scheduling practices, and curriculum, instruction, and assessment of English, mathematics, social studies, science, and the other core areas of pre-AP and AP that will be offered by schools and our online provider partner. Each Vertical Team member and triage staff member will be asked to complete a minimum of 20 hours (annually) of the online and face-to-face offerings on these topic areas. These training goals will be built into the faculty’s NCLB professional development goals that are set by the staff and administration of the schools each year. One of the core training offerings that Vertical Teams will complete within their annual 20 hours, for example, will be the Teacher Learning Conference (TLC) workshop from VHS. TLC is a 12 graduate-credit online, 12(+) lesson training that is designed to prepare teachers to become online course instructors and developers in the VHS system. TLC introduces the pedagogy and methodology each participant needs to build an effective pre-AP or AP VHS course from scratch. Participants receive instruction on how to create an online course using VHS's course delivery software, and how to moderate the completed course effectively. An experienced facilitator from VHS is assigned to each TLC participant to provide one-on-one support during the mock (and later real life) course creation process. Facilitators continually monitor each participant's progress, grade assignments, provide feedback on course creation, and act as a mentor to participants – during and beyond the TLC training. Participants learn to facilitate online courses effectively by moderating TLC group discussions, working with their facilitator to capture the "voice" they wish to portray within their course, critiquing other's courses and voices, and visiting active VHS courses to see online moderation in action. 

   Another training that may be completed by Site Coordinators will be VHS’s 4 week, Site Coordinator Orientation (SCO). SCO teaches Site Coordinators to effectively administer VHS courses at their schools. During the training, attendees learn VHS policies and procedures, how to receive and report student grades, and how to recruit and register students. SCO teaches participants about the environment in which VHS courses are taught and provides the skills they need to navigate VHS courses. Participants are also given recruitment and information resources they can use at their local schools. The SCO is a 4-week, online VHS training (requiring 2-3(+) hours of coursework per week). 

   Practitioner Coaching, Mentoring, and Assessment: Our training partners from The College Board, VHS, and other approved training agencies have agreed to provide 10 annual days of “practitioner coaching” as their education practitioners model instructional strategies and assess “best practices” in pre-AP and AP curriculum, instruction, and assessment. While onsite, practitioners will observe/evaluate existing classroom instruction (by means of skills/competency assessments and observation tools that are designed to measure implementation of staff development) and offer supportive feedback and recommendations to staff and leadership to support the continuous improvement process. Each practitioner coach will regularly provide mentoring and individualized coaching to Vertical Teams and triage staff through quarterly scheduled classroom observations, instructional demonstrations, regular meetings and troubleshooting, and ongoing support. Coaches will be responsible for working with SOAR administration to develop check sheets and other instruments that can be used by teachers to self-assess their curriculum and instructional practices compared to best practices learned through SOAR training. Years 2 and 3 also include quarterly organized coaching which will incorporate course audits and assessments to sustain training skills. Implementation monitoring and induction, mentoring, and training of incoming and new staff at participating schools will be ongoing throughout the program term. 
   Online Graduate Credit Offerings: VHS will adapt its online graduate credit professional development course, NetCourse Instructional Methodologies (NIM) to meet the individualized needs of the those SOAR vertical team teachers who will be instructing 2 or more VHS courses per year. The NIM 15 session graduate level training model has been successfully used to train more than 500 classroom teachers throughout the US – and will be used for the SOAR training and online mentoring of teachers who will be carrying out more rigorous online teaching schedules. VHS will use its expertise in online professional development, online course development and delivery, and mentoring and support of SOAR teachers to assure a successful implementation of the VHS pre-AP and AP courses. The grant budget will cover the cost of participation of at least one teacher from each Vertical Team to complete this NIM 6 graduate credit course series. During the course, teachers will learn best practices and skill sets related to subject specific curriculum and instruction in each pre-AP and AP course offered by VHS. Teachers will also learn how to teach in an online community and how to align pre-AP instruction to prepare students for AP and college. As a part of the course, participating teachers will also receive VHS’s online mentoring support in the specific subject areas. After completion of NIM, participating teachers will be prepared to teach the online pre-AP or AP courses through VHS each year. All of this is accomplished while the teachers are being virtually mentored by experienced VHS teachers of AP courses.  Thus, students will have the benefit of the highest quality courses taught by the highest quality teachers, all without having to leave the campus.  

   Annual AP Conference & Institute: SOAR administrators will attend the annual AP conference, hosted by The College Board, and the week long AP Institute in Texas. SOAR staff will join such national gatherings of AP and pre-AP communities during these 4-5 day events, that will incorporate discussion, practitioner demonstration, and training on how to develop, improve, and expand advanced studies at the secondary level. Staff will use these events to identify best practices and gather resources that will be used to help form each site’s SOAR offices and resource centers. Information learned will be documented, disseminated, and presented to Vertical Teams via regular meetings and study groups. 

   Professional Development Needs Assessment: The delivery of an effective and comprehensive professional development service system will be a continual challenge and evolving-improvement process for SOAR administration. The triage staff and Program Director must work together very closely to monitor, assess, and improve upon the professional development process to ensure that it is effectively articulated with and reflective of improved classroom curriculum and instruction. At the start of each program year, the triage teams and Program Director will customize the SEDL professional development needs assessment instrument to reflect the best practice domains/competencies of curriculum-instruction related to pre-AP and AP delivery. All vertical team members and direct implementation staff will complete the needs assessment survey – which will provide administrators with a self-reporting of practices and competencies. Administrative staff will aggregate responses and plug them into a pre-designed rubric that prescribes training needs, gaps, and domains. The information gathered from the rubric – in addition to feedback from staff after each training event - will be used to plan future training sessions for staff.

   -(c)Targeted Recruitment. The recruitment component of SOAR will be the responsibility of every triage and Vertical Team member. Upon award, these staff will collaboratively establish site level recruitment plans that call for selected staff to meet with disadvantaged students – several times a year - in small groups of five or less to share information on the SOAR course offerings and encourage students to enroll in pre-AP and AP courses (or remediation activities that would allow for future enrollment). Triage and Vertical Team members will, in essence, serve as facilitators to assist students in overcoming barriers to enrollment in advanced courses and will engage in activities to promote advanced studies throughout the participating schools. They will also conduct follow-up meetings with students to collect equity/performance data and provide continuing support.  In addition to meeting with the students, these staff will meet with parents of low-income students regarding the benefits of advanced coursework, planning for college, and family support strategies to enhance student success. Meetings with parents will include monthly parent workshops on college preparedness as well as one-on-one formal and informal meetings. In order to best prepare staff for interacting with students and families, training for triage and Vertical Team members may include an annual two-day training session conducted by the Victorian Schools Innovation Commission (in-kind) regarding the nature and needs of low-income and impoverished students and the recruitment process. The Program Director will monitor recruitment success (based on  enrollment and course achievement of low-income students) with a data tracking system.

   -(d)College Preparedness Education. SOAR staff will work with VHS practitioners on an exciting new project, which has been approved and endorsed by the College Board. This project involves re-designing and customizing the College Board’s existing 12 lesson CollegeEd curriculum. The expanded curriculum will be implemented in all participating schools for 7th grade students within the social studies curriculum or as a component on the student elective wheel. The customized program will now include specific instruction designed to imbed the college mindset, teach the value of college and the process of getting into college, educate students regarding the types of colleges appropriate for different careers, and guide students through the college planning and preparation process. During the course, students will be matched with a college “pen pal” – who will be volunteer AmeriCorps or work-study students from our partnering local colleges & universities. The screened and trained college pen pals (who will be supervised and matched by SOAR staff) will visit our students (face-to-face or virtually) during their morning and after school academies and/or during the CollegeEd coursework periods. Pen pals will also be asked to work as tutors and mentors in the program; invite their pen pal students to attend college-career fairs, lectures, and learning events at the college campuses; and maintain contact with students, from year to year, as the pen pals share their positive college and career experiences. The Program Director will monitor implementation and effectiveness of the CollegeEd program with onsite visits to all participating schools and through pre-post assessment of students using the Gear UP College Readiness instrument.

   -(e) Pre-AP Coursework. At this time, VHS offers 11 pre-AP online courses (Pre-AP Biology, Pre-AP Calculus, Pre-AP Chemistry, Pre-AP Computer Science, Pre-AP Economics, Pre-AP English Language and Composition Levels III & IV, Pre-AP Environmental Science, Pre-AP Physics B, Pre-AP Statistics, and Pre-AP U.S. History). There are certain limitations to this course offering for SOAR students. The first issue we are confronted with is that a significant portion of the VHS online courses is scheduled for direct offering during the summertime. There are also strict limitations on the VHS virtual class sizes as we have found that no more than 350 Eagle middle school and high school students could enroll at any given 15 week period. Because the majority of charters from the participating schools do not allow for summer school classes, it would be very challenging to meet the enrollment capacity needs, within the existing VHS course scheduling, of the projected 2,500 pre-AP students in a 3 year time span. Other than these courses offered by VHS, there are no pre-AP classes that are currently provided by the schools on campus. To resolve these potential scheduling issues, we will apply resources from the AP grant and our partners to develop and establish an expanded, more consistent offering of the VHS online pre-AP cadre so that every low-income/impoverished student of the 28 charter schools could potentially enroll and fulfill course requirements during the in-session school year period. During the first program year, the Vertical Teams and triage staff will work with our partners at VHS to develop at least 3 new pre-AP classes that meet the rigor and content recommendations of The College Board, VHS, and USDOE. These courses will be repeated every 15 weeks, which will enable 100% of the projected SOAR student body to have access to every course throughout the 3 years. 

  Our Vertical Teams and triage staff will be highly qualified to assist VHS in the development process after completing the online Teachers Learning Conference training (which will be part of their 20 hour per year training requirements). After analyzing other high quality pre-AP programs throughout the country, grant planners have determined that the following additional pre-AP courses could potentially be beneficial to SOAR students: Pre-AP English I & II; Pre-AP Algebra I & II; Pre-AP Geometry; Pre-AP Physical Science; Pre-AP Spanish III-IV; Pre-AP Spanish Language; Pre-AP Latin; Pre-AP Microeconomics; Pre-AP Macroeconomics; Pre-AP World History; and Pre-AP Geography. Vertical Team members and VHS staff will work together to select, from this list, the most beneficial and most appropriate courses to develop and will base the courses’ curriculum and instruction on those best practices of evaluated pre-AP courses that have been previously funded by the AP Incentive grant, such as those offered by Broward Schools and Weld County Schools. The curriculum and core instruction of the newly developed pre-AP courses will be offered online via the VHS system. Supporting the instruction will be bi-weekly (2 hours per scheduled day) campus based after school “academies” – which take shape in the form of student projects and academic supports that will enhance students’ interest in pre-AP and readiness for future AP coursework and testing (note that the after school academies are described in detail below). Both the pre-AP curriculum and the campus-based assistance offered through the bi-weekly after school academies will help students build intellectual skills, interests, critical reading skills, data set analysis skills, questioning, textual analysis and higher-level thinking, and data synthesis skills for developing new insight abilities that will equip them for success in AP classes and for lifelong learning. All of the pre-AP courses and academy workshops will incorporate teacher looping strategies so that site based and VHS instructors are scheduled to follow students from year to year to help build strong bonds between students and teachers – as well as a safety net that prevents students from being anonymous and falling through the cracks. In order to further expand program offerings to ensure that 100% of our targeted student body is able to access VHS pre-AP courses, SOAR consortium schools have committed to donating the time of at least one of its practitioner teachers from their site vertical teams to teach at least 2 VHS online pre-AP or AP courses each year.  These added resources will enable VHS to greatly expand the availability of pre-AP classes to a much larger student population during the school year. The 3 new pre-AP courses and campus-based academies, in combination with the existing VHS pre-AP course cadre, will enable each participating school campus to offer every student at least 300-750 hours, each year, of rigorous online pre-AP course access and academic support academy activities that will help prepare students for success in their high school AP courses. 

   -(f) AP Coursework & Testing. At this time, VHS offers the following AP courses: AP Biology, AP Calculus, AP Chemistry, AP Environmental Science, AP Computer Science A, AP Economics: Micro and Macro, AP English Language and Composition, AP English Literature and Composition, AP German, AP Physics B, AP Physics C, AP Spanish Language/Spanish V, AP Statistics, and AP US History. Although these courses are scheduled throughout the year and are highly accessible via the online VHS system, we find that many of the potentially recommended AP courses and tests from The College Board are not on the current VHS course listing. This is a problem due to the fact that a large portion of the career interest inventories of our students demonstrate great interest in several of the course subject areas (i.e., the arts, cultural studies, music) that are missing from the list. In order to fill this gap, we will apply resources from the AP grant and our partners to develop and establish an expanded, more consistent offering of online AP through VHS. During the first program year, the school-based Vertical Teams and triage staff will work with our partners at VHS to collaboratively arrange for at least 3 additional College Board approved, AP classes to be added to the course listing. Our Vertical Teams and triage staff will be highly qualified to assist VHS in this development process after completing the VHS online TLC training. After analyzing other high quality AP programs throughout the country, we have determined that the following additional AP courses would be beneficial and of high interest to our students: Art History; Chinese Language and Culture; World History; French Language; Human Geography; Music Theory; Russian Language and Culture; and Studio Art: 3-D Design. Upon award and after the Vertical Team trainings have been carried out, we will work together to select, from this list, the most appropriate courses to offer that meets the needs of target students. The curriculum and core instruction of the AP courses will be offered according to The College Board guidelines and course descriptions, online via the VHS system; however, supporting the instruction will be the bi-weekly after school campus based “academies” – which take shape in the form of elective academic supports that will enhance students’ success in completing AP courses and testing. The after school academies for pre-AP and AP students (described in detail below) will take place during the same periods of time on each campus, but will vary in workshop content and instruction between pre-AP and AP students. 

    At this time, we find that many TX students who take AP courses do not follow through in taking AP exams. AP test fees are key barriers that prevent TX low-income children, in particular, from following through with such testing. All participating SOAR schools will, therefore, agree to establish standardized policies that require all students taking and passing VHS AP classes to take the AP exams. Exams will be provided on each campus by (College Board registered) members of the site SOAR staffing teams – who will coordinate all test (or portfolio) submission and school credit paperwork with The College Board and partnering post-secondary institutions, respectively, for SOAR students.

    -(g)After School Academies for Pre-AP & AP Students. To help students master pre-AP, AP, and AP examinations, each campus will deploy a plethora of support activities to help transition students through this new advanced studies system. This blanketing of support will occur through -weekly, 2 hour, after school academies. During the bi-weekly campus based academies, pre-AP and AP enrolled students will work in small teams with teachers and staff to engage in study skills classes; workshops on strategic reading, writing, test taking skills, organization, critical thinking, goal setting, choosing a college, and preparing for college entrance exams; learning style assessments and strategy building exercises; service learning and technology demonstration projects that incorporate pre-AP curriculum content and academic skills demonstration; SAT and college entrance testing preparation workshops; academic mentoring, job shadowing, and internships with local college students and professional business mentors from partnering agencies; career assessment and college/career planning that is tied to pre-AP course learning; one-on-one tutoring and guided, library study time; computer-based academic skills assessments and instructional technology; and much more. Please see pages 54-59 below for academy activity descriptions and the research that supports the effectiveness of each activity.

   -(h) Morning Catch Up Academies for Future Pre-AP and AP Students. One of the key goals of the SOAR program will be to transform the campus learning environment and climate to perpetuate teacher and student expectations and beliefs that all children are capable of advanced studies and that all of our children should strive to accomplish advanced study coursework as a standardized part of their preparation for college and career. In order to do this, it is essential that we begin preparing students for their advanced studies early on --- even before they begin taking pre-AP coursework. Those SOAR 7th-12th grade students who may not be academically ready for pre-AP – or those students who are in 5th and 6th grade and not yet eligible for pre-AP - will be encouraged to attend the bi-weekly (1 hour per scheduled day) morning catch up academies to be hosted on each campus. One-on-one tutoring, remediation in every core subject area, guided instructional technology, study skills, an AP module/course exploration series from VHS, and academic mentoring will be just a few of the many morning workshops offered. Sites will regularly encourage enrolled pre-AP and AP students to volunteer as tutors in the morning sessions – so that they can offer motivation and support to their future AP peers. These morning elective credit sessions, which will be carried out from 7:00AM-8:00AM for 2 mornings a week during the school year, will help our children acquire the remediation, academic, and emotional support needed to break out of the “school failure” cycle – and cultivate a pathway of college bound advanced studies. 

    Please read the implementation plan charts in the resume attachment, pages 24-37- which describe the alignment of the proposed program outcomes with each of the program objectives and activities. Note that the objectives, activities, and outcomes that we have established for the program as listed in the chart fully articulate with the purpose and objectives of the federal Advanced Placement Incentive grant program as defined in the RFP and congressional guidelines. By accomplishing the objectives, activities, and outcomes listed in the chart, the SOAR program will directly result in a significant increase in the successful participation of low-income students in pre-AP and AP courses and tests. The following narrative summaries offer an additional overview of how SOAR fully aligns with the absolute and competitive priorities of the grant:  

-USDOE Absolute Priority: Implementation of Pre-AP and AP Programs in High-Poverty Schools. Response: Our online course provider (VHS) partner and network of 28 schools will collaboratively offer rigorous pre-AP and AP courses to at least 3,500 low-income or impoverished students who would otherwise not have access to these courses. Each of the 28 schools hosts a population in which at least 40% of students are verified as low-income by means of Title I and/or Free-Reduced Lunch counts. Student admission criteria to VHS’s pre-AP and AP courses will be standardized and simplified across participating schools to ensure equity of access by all students regardless of income status or cultural background. Parent and student recruitment, student triaging, registration coordination, and financial aid facilitation and assistance related activities will be carried out to ensure that all students have the opportunity to participate, free of cost. 

-USDOE Statutory Priority: Demonstrates an intent to carry out activities that target schools, or LEA’s operating schools, with a high concentration of low-income students (and, if the applicant is an LEA, propose to serve schools with a high concentration of low-income students) Response: The 28 participating targeted state charter school campuses all have populations where no less than 40% of the students are from low-income and poverty families. Moreover, 14 of these campuses are directly located in HUD enterprise or empowerment zone communities (in Waco, San Antonio, Dallas, Corpus Christi, Houston, and Rio Grande Valley). Low income and impoverished students of these campuses will be targeted for enrollment into the program.

-USDOE Statutory Priority: Propose to develop, enhance, or expand pre-advanced placement courses, in conjunction with advanced placement courses, in English, mathematics, science, and other core academic areas at the middle or high school level. Effective pre-advanced placement programs should increase the level of participation of low-income students who enroll and succeed in advanced placement courses and tests in core academic areas. Proposals may include Vertical Teams training, high-quality professional development for pre-AP and AP teachers, and coordination of curriculum design and  development between middle and high school teachers. Response: As described above, the SOAR program will be responsible for developing a minimum of 3, very rigorous, pre-AP courses and 3 new AP courses – which will be added to the VHS online course listings. These courses will be developed in the core academic areas (i.e., math, English, science) that are recommended and approved by The College Board and USDOE. In addition to these courses, at least 3,500 low-income and impoverished consortium member students will have first time access to the existing pre-AP and AP course offerings (listed above) of VHS which include classes in English, mathematics, science, and other core academic areas at the middle and high school level. The SOAR program is uniquely designed to effectively increase the level of participation of low-income and impoverished students in pre-AP and AP courses and testing. We will accomplish this through a variety of strategies, which will include the standardization and simplification of student admission criteria to the SOAR pre-AP and AP courses; parent and student recruitment activities; student triaging and course looping strategies; student registration coordination; and financial aid facilitation between the state and schools so that all testing and coursework will be fully paid for without requiring students and families to cover any costs out of pocket. Because the majority of our students are considered “at-risk” because of their family economics and other life situations, we will further apply the best practices of the National Research Council to our program to ensure students receive the support they need to meet course and testing requirements. For example, the program will offer: (the establishment of standardized and simplified pre-AP and AP entrance and registration systems for all students; (creation of triage teams to help transition children through the advanced studies pathway;(vertical team professional development opportunities for discipline-specific, vertical instructional teams, school counselors, administrators, and other staff – with training content that is aligned with academic standards and the best practices of pre-AP and AP curriculum and instruction;(provision of online scientifically-based pre-AP, AP, and the CollegeEd readiness courses and AP exams (which will be vertically aligned and which will articulate with multi-secondary level learning standards and expectations of the state, schools, colleges, and businesses) – to over 3,500 children;(coordination of a recruitment system that will incorporate opportunities for families and children to gain knowledge and information on the importance of advanced studies and college;(coordination of bi-weekly one hour morning academies that will provide tutoring, remediation, academic skill building, an AP module/course exploration series from VHS, and academic mentoring to under-proficient 7th-12th grade students and 6th graders to help prepare them for future entrance into pre-AP and AP coursework; and (coordination of two hour, bi-weekly after school academies for pre-AP and AP enrolled students that will incorporate study and college readiness skills workshops for students; academic focused service learning; one-to-one academic mentoring from teachers, business professionals, and college students; one-on-one tutoring and expanded library access; test preparation assistance; academic advising and college planning services; and teacher looping strategies – to support enrolled students in passing and mastering their pre-AP and AP courses and testing. These are all strategies that are validated to be effective at enhancing low-income and minority students’ abilities to accomplish the highest levels of success in pre-AP and AP courses.

-USDOE Competitive Priority: Up to ten (10) points for demonstrating a pervasive need for the development of pre-AP or AP courses for middle or high schools where there are few or no AP courses currently available. Response: Please cross reference section (a) Significance above. As you will read, poor and minority students who attend TX charter schools have a greater chance of (a) someday being on welfare; (b) winning the state lottery; or (c) being incarcerated in a TX state penitentiary  - than they do of ever passing an AP class or test. All of the schools in our 28 school consortium serve very high proportions of disadvantaged and low-income children – in fact, many of our schools serve 100% free and reduced lunch populations. Achievement data indicate that there is a significant portion (at least 40%) of those students enrolled in the 28 participating schools who are very capable of advanced coursework but that do not enroll in pre-AP or AP courses due to the fact that they are not directly offered or coordinated by the schools. Less than 1% of our students report to have ever taken an advanced studies course. Although many of these students could potentially tap into various third party vendors of AP coursework online – there are access barriers that prevent them from doing so which stem from the lack of coordinated financial assistance to help pay for AP tests and courses; limited AP readiness and preparation among the greater student population; and the absence of an articulated student recruitment-registration-technology access-and-communication system between AP online providers and the charter schools. Unfortunately, there are hundreds of charter schools in TX that have these same issues. SOAR will not only offer first time access to over 3,500 low-income students to pre-AP and AP, but our model will be replicated by hundreds of other TX charter schools in the years to come – which will result in state-wide reform and a significant increase in disadvantaged students’ access to AP.

-USDOE Competitive Priority: Up to two (2) points for demonstrating involvement of business and community organizations in the activities assisted. Response: We have established partnerships with over 17 local businesses and community-based agency partners to help us organize and run the SOAR program. These partners, who have committed $716,850 of in-kind donations to the program, will take on several roles in the program; the first of which will be to join site based Vertical Teams in an advisory capacity. During team meetings, our business partner members, for example, may assist the teams in analyzing the newly developed course content to determine if future employability and business skills are incorporated into the learning objectives and student learning. University partners, such as the Texas Tech Arts Department, will help teams identify community resources and professionals (such as local artists or local art history professors) who can assist students as mentors, tutors, lecturers, and project leaders when completing pre-AP and AP coursework and academies. Please see resume attachments, page 2 and competitive priority 2 attachment for descriptions of partner and in-kind commitments.

-USDOE Competitive Priority: Up to two (2) points for demonstrating the availability of matching funds from State, local, or other sources to pay for a portion of the cost of activities. Response:SOAR program leadership and stakeholder teams will work to continually identify and fully engage a diverse network of local, state and regional community partners who share our vision of preserving and strengthening schools and the community. At this time, our network of partners has committed and documented, in the attached letters of support,  $716,850 of in-kind resources and donations to help operate and sustain the program; which represents a 24% match to the grant request. Please see the resume attachments, page 2, for a breakdown of each partner and his/her in-kind commitments.

-USDOE Competitive Priority: Up to two (2) points for demonstrating the intent to carry out activities to increase the availability of, and participation in, online advanced placement courses. Response:100% of the proposed pre-AP and AP courses will be provided online through our partners at VHS. VHS offers an exceptional process and infrastructure of hosting online courses as it runs an AP grant from USDOE and other federal government resources to provide these services. Through the development of 6 additional pre-AP and AP online courses, the SOAR program will be directly responsible for not only establishing first time access to pre-AP and AP courses to over 3,500 participating TX charter school secondary students, but we will also increase the availability of course options which will have state-wide and national impact for the hundreds of other VHS member schools and thousands of students. As an added support feature, SOAR will provide campus-based supports (i.e., academic advising, tutoring, mentoring) for students to help them succeed in their online coursework. All of these supports will be provided by staff who have completed training from VHS and The College Board – who all share a common mission of preparing students for AP studies, college, and life success.
(Section 2): The performance of schools in TX is calculated by measuring student achievement, learning gains, and the improvement of the lowest performing students at each school.  In the 2003-04 school year, the 28 charter schools that will be participating in the SOAR program received the following rankings from the state for their performance in these areas:  21=Needs Improvement & 7=Met AYP. All schools in the state with a Needs Improvement rating are considered “upward bound” and are recognized by the state as in serious need of curricular and instructional reform in order to improve student achievement. The proposed staff development, targeted student and family recruitment, college preparedness education, and the online pre-AP and AP courses and campus-based supports that will be offered by the SOAR program are validated, by the research of The College Board, the Panel of Effectiveness, NCREL, and many other accredited entities to be scientifically-based interventions that will effectively raise school grades, enhance student achievement on state testing, improve students’ chances of enrolling and succeeding in the post-secondary education setting, reducing and eliminating equity performance gaps among students, and reforming the school testing areas of the TX school improvement program. The SOAR program is further designed to meet the needs of the target population by providing students in low-income and high-poverty schools with access to highly trained and experienced teachers all over the country – and from their school sites (after completing the SOAR training). Students, who would otherwise not have the opportunity to take AP classes and tests due to financial and school resource constraints, will now have free access to VHS’s guided and fully supported pre-AP and AP online classes that are composed of students from not only the SOAR campuses, but from every time zone and possible background. SOAR students will have the opportunity to intellectually engage their peers from other states and other countries…which will allow them to expand their intellectual horizons while maintaining their face-to-face identity. As one VHS student stated, “In VHS a student doesn’t have to be afraid of appearing ‘too intellectual’ (often associated with unpopularity) in front of your friends, or in front of other kids in school who might mock you. VHS allows students to voice their true opinions without having to censor themselves, because in Virtual High School, you know that people take classes because they really care about them, and it is taken seriously.  No one is going to make fun of you, and even if they do, chances are they live 10 states away.”  
   Virtual High School already offers the 14 AP and 11 pre-AP courses listed on page 31.  During the first year of the grant, VHS will work with the SOAR Vertical Teams to develop 3 additional AP courses for online delivery. These AP courses will be developed to The College Board’s high standards and will be customized to meet the interests of students and future demands of our college and business partners. During the grant period, our staff and partners from VHS will additionally develop 3 very rigorous pre-AP courses which will also be uniquely customized to meet the interests of students and future demands of AP coursework and testing as well as our college and business partners. The proposed SOAR program will allow students to take these pre-AP courses for credit as early as the 7th grade and will provide students – up to the high school level - with the opportunity to take modules/courses in the subject area prior to actually taking an AP course culminating in an AP exam. Pre-AP courses will be available for students in the targeted schools to take in lieu of required courses or as enrichment. Pre-AP courses which may be offered during the after school period (or summertime for those charter schools allowed by their charters to offer summertime studies) may even serve as credit recovery for capable students who are reentering the school system or who require alternative schooling for whatever reason.  In addition, by having the teachers in the targeted schools involved in Vertical Teaming, the content of the courses will scaffold upon one another and will be vertically aligned, thus better preparing students for success. What will set our program apart from others is SOAR’s infusion of The National Research Council’s research and best practices documented in Learning & Understanding: Improving Advanced Study of Math and Science in US High Schools. Such research calls for extensive staff training-coaching-mentoring-and-induction in a Vertical Teaming infrastructure; one-to-one academic mentoring and tutoring for students from teachers, professionals, and college students; campus and online-based advanced coursework & college preparation academies for students; adult-student advisory and academic planning systems; continuous student advocacy and pre-AP-to-AP transition support through a staffing triage system; and parent engagement and involvement activities. This research and its recommended best practices are specifically meant for schools that serve high minority, at-risk, and low-income student populations. This research validates that these strategies – which will be adopted and implemented on the participating school sites – are the most effective at enhancing low-income and minority students’ abilities to accomplish the highest levels of success in AP courses. 

   The 28 consortium, high-poverty schools (which maintain both middle school and feeder high school programs) each host a disproportionately high population of low-income and impoverished students; which ranges from no less than 40% to up to 100% on participating campuses. According to the published literature of many credible education researchers and practitioners (such as Dr. Ruby Payne) there are four key educational barriers that prevent low-income and disadvantaged student populations from high achievement: (inequity of access to advanced studies; (poor quality of instruction; (low expectations for achievement; and (limited parent involvement. The proposed SOAR program is uniquely designed to attack, breakdown, and eliminate each of these 4 achievement barriers among the target student population. SOAR will combat inequity of access to advanced courses, for example, by establishing a student recruitment campaign, zero cost enrollment, and coordination system as well as through standardizing and simplifying the AP entrance and testing criteria across all participating schools. When we analyzed equity gaps and data in preparing for the writing of this grant, we found that there is a significant portion (at least 40%) of those students enrolled in the 28 schools who are very capable of advanced coursework based on their state testing scores or grades but that never have the opportunity to enroll in pre-AP or AP courses. The main reason for this is due to the fact that pre-AP and AP courses are not directly offered or coordinated by any of the participating schools. Although many of our students could potentially tap into various third party vendors of AP coursework online – there are access barriers that prevent them from doing so which stem from the lack of coordinated financial assistance to help pay for AP tests and courses; limited AP readiness and preparation among the greater student population; and the absence of an articulated student recruitment-registration-technology access-and-communication system between AP online providers and the charter schools. Unfortunately, there are hundreds of charter schools in TX that have these same issues. The proposed SOAR initiative will enable the 18 Eagle Academies of TX and our 10 partnering charter schools to establish a formal relationship with one of the nation’s top online advanced course providers, VHS, that will result in the first time provision of zero cost, fully accessible, supported, and rigorous pre-AP and AP online courses at the 28 high-needs charter school campuses. Again, our network of state and national partners will further work together to establish a standardized student preparation, entrance, and registration support system to pre-AP and AP courses across all participating schools, ensuring equitable access for low-income and impoverished students. Because many of our students come into our schools – at risk of low academic achievement due to inequity issues, SOAR will offer test preparation, tutoring, remediation, academic mentoring, and a plethora of other student support activities to help “triage” students through this new advanced studies system to ensure students have access to all of the information and skills needed to independently pass AP courses and exams.
   The second common achievement barrier – poor quality of instruction - will also be combated and eliminated at the 28 schools over the next 3 years through the SOAR initiative. In preparing for this grant, we have identified several problems with the current instructional environment of SOAR consortium schools. Although each of the schools hosts both a middle school and high school program, these 2 programs are typically carried out separately – with some schools employing both a middle school and high school level principal and with nearly all of the schools operating their middle school and high school programs (including faculty meetings, classrooms, staffing, etc.) on separate areas of their school campuses. The separation between middle school and high school programs attributes to uncoordinated and sparse communication between staff. We also find a variety of student transition issues – such as 8th grade dropout, 9th grade course failures - for students who do not receive the support they need to move from the middle school to high school environment. Careful analyses of the curriculum indicate excessive repetition across the middle and high school levels as well as a lack of rigor at the middle school level. Thus, staff development that is conducted across levels of Vertical Teams is especially needed for our consortium schools…and is highly necessary in order for us to accomplish our long term program goal of increasing student enrollment in AP courses. Preparing students for the rigor of high school AP courses and examination is a coordinated effort that must start at least at the middle school level – or from the first day a child sets foot on one of our campuses. It is important to note that in order to be an eligible VHS member school, VHS requires that the school provide at least one teacher per campus to complete the intensive VHS training cadre so that he/she can instruct a minimum of 1 VHS online pre-AP or AP course each year. The SOAR network of schools will not only meet this requirement, but we will go five steps further by establishing Vertical Teams of middle school and high school combined teachers who will all complete this intensive training series from both VHS and The College Board and whom many will spend a portion of the school year teaching 2 or more VHS online classes (as well as campus-based academies). Teacher instruction at participating schools will be greatly improved through this intensive staff development system by means of the discipline-based Vertical Teaming infrastructure, with follow-up training, practitioner mentoring and coaching, induction, and in-classroom assessments implemented throughout the 3 years of the program. Staff development will focus on raising the rigor of pre-AP courses, infusing AP learning strategies-skill sets and content into pre-advanced placement courses, and aligning the middle school, high school, and pre-AP curriculum and instruction of the 28 schools with the standards and curricular content of VHS AP courses. To take this one step further, our network will engage business, college, and other local professionals to work with our trained Vertical Teams to further raise the bar on secondary school learning and coursework content by incorporating into the pre-AP, academy, and regular school day curriculum and instruction – learning that will help build business and employment skills, college readiness, and AP and college exam test taking skills among low-income and disadvantaged students. As a result, expectations for student achievement in pre-AP, AP courses, and in all school coursework will be raised. The CollegeEd 12 lesson course, which will be customized and delivered online to all 7th grade students, will also play a significant role in raising student expectations for achievement as students adopt the college mindset and begin early preparation for college. Moreover, the targeted SOAR student and family recruitment model and staff triaging systems will further strive to raise academic expectations of low-income students, increase enrollment in pre-AP and AP courses, and positively impact parent involvement in their student’s success. Research from other AP grant programs verifies: 1) a staff triaging system is a one of the most effective practices for increasing low-income student enrollment into advanced placement studies; 2) including parents and students in the recruitment process directly results in a higher pre-AP and AP course enrollment rate among low-income and minority students; and 3) using both triage and trained vertical teams of teachers to perform recruitment is an effective practice at establishing an early college (and high school) “mindset” among all students in all classes. This mindset serves to create the expectation that all students should work hard to be prepared for pre-AP and AP coursework when they reach 7th-12 grade studies – thus raising the bar on students’ own perceptions of their performance capabilities. These strategies, in turn, will enable our 28 schools to combat the third achievement barrier: low expectations for student achievement. 

    In order to further combat the last student achievement barrier – limited parent involvement – our network of schools will establish an innovative parent engagement and involvement service system on each of the 28 participating school campuses. Over the years (and decades) working as public school educators, many of us have witnessed, first hand, the successes and failures of various parent involvement programs being tried on our secondary campuses. The truth is – that it is challenging to get the parents of older children involved in school programs and their child’s academics. Some parents believe that their children should be responsible enough to deal with school and future post-secondary education issues themselves; other parents maintain a disconnect with schools and staff because of past negative experiences that they may have had with the education system; and many parents just don’t know how to help support their children’s academics even though they want to. Research shows that it actually is very possible to engage parents of older children who fall into these categories – if the right strategies are used. Research tells us that if parents are able to make an emotional connection with a school staff member, they are more likely to be involved in their children’s academics. Research also tells us that if we build an infrastructure of valuable and meaningful parent involvement resources and activities – parents will use them. Data from our annual parent surveys validate a cadre of issues on school campuses that counter this simple philosophy. Most parents report that there are few “valuable” parent education or other involvement opportunities on campuses – other than a once a year parent-teacher conference (which actually is attended by nearly 80% of parents). Other formal involvement activities offered at schools are limited to parent volunteering in classrooms and occasional opportunities to attend sports and other school-sponsored banquets. Taking a closer look at these activities, one can guess the reasons why parents don’t participate. Most of our children (42%) come from single parent families who work 2-3 jobs to make ends meet. A large number of our parents are also working to meet welfare-to-work education and job requirements during the school day. We estimate that less than 2% of the parents of our children would have flexible enough schedules to allow them to volunteer at the schools on a regular basis. And, in regards to banquet activities, unless a family’s child is receiving an award or is required to attend, these events are just not meaningful for the larger parent population. Therefore, for the SOAR program, we will apply the research and basic philosophies of effective parent engagement to help increase parent involvement. Upon award, the Vertical Teams and triage staff of each program site will work with our partners at VHS to collaboratively develop, deliver, and assess a series of 30 lesson workshops for parents. The workshops will be held once a month during evenings, weekends, and other times when parents indicate their availability. Both students and their parents will be asked to attend together. Bilingual staff, child care for younger siblings, transportation assistance, and a variety of incentives may be used to maximize family attendance. Based on the Gear Up Parent Workshop Series originally developed by the University of New Mexico (UNM), families will come together on campuses to learn about: balancing family-work-&student academics; parenting skills; troubleshooting student academic issues; holding children accountable; using agendas and organization systems; steps to ensuring children attend, persist, and graduate from college; using VHS’s online system and the school-based academic support networks to track student performance and communicate with staff; understanding the importance of pre-AP and AP coursework; college financial aid, pell grant, and SSS services for low-income families; and other topics that encourage parents to support their children in accessing and participating in advanced studies and post-secondary education. At least 1,500 parents will attend these workshops and will, as a result of attendance, demonstrate increased involvement with their children’s academics, enhanced knowledge of college enrollment and financial aid systems, and an enhanced role in supporting their children’s active participation in SOAR pre-AP and AP program activities. Additional parent involvement activities will take shape in the form of student recruitment and triaging systems. One strategy that will be used entails the establishment of formal SOAR offices, on each campus, where families can come together to receive information, discuss program strategies and student needs, and view postings of course schedules. Triage staff will also meet with parents of low-income students regarding the long-term benefits of advanced coursework and planning for college; which will occur through: parent-teacher conferences; phone calls; informational presentations; talking with parents in the parking lots while they are waiting for their students; e-mail and online correspondence; and site-based or in-home meetings where the issues of college preparedness and advanced coursework are discussed. Our intent is to establish a school and reinforcing home environment - that perpetuate the expectations that all children are capable of advanced studies and that all children should strive to accomplish such coursework as a standardized part of their preparation for college and career. 

(c) Quality of Program Services
(Section 1): SOAR resources and services will enable local educators to tackle one of the key roots of school failure in TX – unequal access to advanced studies for those students who are economically disadvantaged. Using guidance from The College Board and through the infusion of up-to-date scientifically-based research and effective practices into our program, our long-term goal is to, someday, eliminate school failure disparities and unequal access to advanced studies in TX charter schools by preparing all disadvantaged children for high level advanced courses early on. SOAR has been adapted from one of the most successful, scientifically-based program models in the country – Virtual High School - which actually originated under the guidance and funding of the USDOE AP Incentive grant. The VHS model has produced the following researched results from its online pre-AP and AP education program: ( 95% of students taking VHS pre-AP courses successfully pass the course. ( 81% of students taking a VHS AP course, pass and receive a 3 or higher on their AP exam. ( Students who take pre-AP and AP courses from VHS have better college entrance exam scores, have higher SAT scores, are more likely to perform better on state testing and in the classroom, and are statistically more likely to attend and graduate college with a Bachelors degree – than their peers. (VHS, 2002) SOAR is composed of 5 major components which are designed to build long-range academic achievement capacity among target students:(establishment of standardized pre-AP and AP entrance and registration systems for all students; (creation of triage teams to help transition children through the advanced studies pathway;(vertical team training for discipline-specific, vertical instructional teams, school counselors, administrators, and other staff – with training content that is aligned with academic standards and the best practices of pre-AP and AP curriculum and instruction;(provision of online scientifically-based pre-AP, AP, and college readiness courses (which will be vertically aligned and which will articulate with multi-secondary level learning standards and expectations of the state, schools, colleges, and business) – in addition to campus based academies to help students accomplish learning goals; and(provision of a recruitment system that will incorporate opportunities for families and children to gain knowledge and information on the importance of advanced studies and college. All research and practice accessed in this proposal reflects the ideology of Stanovich & Stanovich whose seminal work, Using Research and Reason in Education, highlights three modes to show evidence of curriculum and instructional effectiveness: formal testing; published findings describing instructional methods that work in an equitable environment; and reason-based practices that converge with research-based consensus. Consultants, evaluators, and SOAR program designers all adhered to this rubric. The curricula of VHS and The College Board that will be used in the SOAR program are based on this approach – as well as on fundamental and up-to-date research surrounding developmental and college bound learning, such as that body of research recognized by the National Research Council and the Panel of Effectiveness – all of which are validated to improve student preparation for advanced studies and examination. 

   Research from The College Board confirms that children who participate in pre-AP and AP – even if they do not pass AP exams - gain higher grades in school, attend school more often, have more positive attitudes toward education, and are more likely to enroll and graduate from college. Even those students who do not participate in the pre-AP and AP programs but who attend school on a campus that offers such programming directly show increased state achievement test scores (Antoine, 1997) as school climate is positively influenced as advanced academic programming is infused into the curriculum and instruction. SOAR is designed to align with and replicate these findings in 28 high-poverty TX charter schools. Again, all SOAR online learning and classroom activities will follow scientifically-based curricula which are proven effective among the targeted student populations. Accredited third party universities or evaluation teams have researched each curriculum & proposed activity with significant results being published in mainstream journals. This same type of rigorous 3rd party validation process will be carried out during the 3 program years to further assess the effectiveness of the 6 new pre-AP and AP courses that will be developed and delivered by our trained vertical team members.

   It is undeniable that unequal access to pre-AP courses, AP courses, and highly trained teachers is a national and local issue for students in schools with significant low-income populations (USDOE, 2000). The 28 participating state charter school campuses all have populations where no less than 40% of their students are from low-income and poverty families. Achievement data indicate that there is a significant portion (at least 40%) of those students enrolled in the 28 schools who are very capable of advanced coursework but that do not enroll in pre-AP or AP courses due to the fact that they are not directly offered by the schools. Although many of our students could potentially tap into various 3rd party vendors of AP coursework online – there are access barriers that prevent them from doing so which stem from the lack of coordinated financial assistance to help pay for AP tests and courses; limited AP readiness among the greater student population; and the absence of an articulated student recruitment-registration-technology access-and-communication system between online providers and the charter schools. Analyses also reveal a wide variety of entrance requirements to AP studies exist across many of the online AP providers that our children could access, with some calling for work samples, teacher recommendations, grade performance audits, and often up to a $400-$500 commitment from the student. At this time, our schools cannot afford to cover these costs for students and many of schools lack staff to help students matriculate through such stringent entrance and registration processes. Varying and rigorous entrance requirements and high participation fees hinder the enrollment of culturally diverse and disadvantaged students into AP studies. (Williams, Sutton and Clement, 2001) As a condition of participation in the SOAR program, all schools have agreed to work with VHS to standardize and simplify student entrance requirements to such courses with objective criteria that remove biases and access barriers. Moreover, financial aid from the state – in combination with our partner and grant resources – will be applied to remove all financial barriers to the program for our students. These 2 practices are supported by the research of the National Education Alliance as being “key strategies for removing student access barriers to college bound studies.” (NEA, 2002) This proposed student entrance-registration standardization system will be adopted from the “best practices” of Broward School District of FL (a USDOE AP grantee). The strategies that will be used for SOAR will be the same as those used by Broward in their AP grant, which - over the past 2 years - has shown to successfully even the playing field among disadvantaged students in accessing advanced studies. Examples of standardized entrance criteria policies will be provided from Broward and will be analyzed, changed to meet the needs of our students, and used by SOAR sites as the basis of establishing a coordinated, barrier-free, student registration system. (Broward School District, 2004)

   A new staffing infrastructure, as paid for by the grant (and as will be sustained in future years with our entitlement and partner resources) will help monitor and carry out the student entrance standardization and access system. Under SOAR reforms, each campus will host a network of highly trained staff (i.e., vertical team teachers, guidance counselors, Site Coordinators) who will work together to ensure that all students know about the importance of advanced studies and have the opportunity to transition into SOAR’s seamless system of advanced coursework and college preparation. All students the meet proficiency on the TAKS will be targeted for recruitment and will be encouraged to enroll in VHS’s online pre-AP and AP courses in language arts, math, social studies, science, and other core areas. Those students who may not meet this threshold – or who are in 5th and 6th grade and not yet eligible for pre-AP - will be scheduled to attend the one hour, bi-weekly, morning catch up academies to be hosted on each campus. One-on-one tutoring, remediation in every core subject area, guided instructional technology, study skills classes, an AP module/course exploration series from VHS, and academic mentoring will be just a few of the many workshops offered during the morning academies. Sites will regularly encourage enrolled pre-AP and AP students to volunteer as tutors in the morning sessions – so that they can offer motivation and support to their future AP peers. These morning academies, which will run from 7:00 AM to 8:00 AM during the school year (September to June), will help students acquire the remediation, academic, and emotional support needed to break out of the “school failure” cycle – and into a pathway of college bound advanced studies. Research from CSAP, SAMHSA, and USDOE confirms that when children are provided with a chance to catch up via remediation and tutoring, they are more likely to resist school dropout, they are less likely to engage in risky behaviors including the use of drugs and alcohol, they attend school more often, and they get higher grades in school as a result of these interventions. 

   Where other school’s scheduling systems could potentially prevent a student from enrolling in advanced studies through a preference or biased referral type of protocol (Antoine, 1997), one of the goals of SOAR will be to transform the scheduling systems of the 28 campuses so that students are consistently matriculated into enrolling and completing advanced study courses. The online, VHS hosted pre-AP and AP courses will be accessed by students in the guided school computer labs during the school day; during the after school and elective wheel periods; and during summertime (for those schools allowed by their charters). When students – who were previously determined to not be ready for pre-AP and AP coursework due to low TAKS scores - show academic improvements via localized assessments, they will be systematically recruited and streamlined into the SOAR program. The use of an MIS data tracking system – that will systemically collect and interpret local assessment results for students and alert school staff of each student’s readiness level for SOAR – will ensure that no child is left without the opportunity to participate. We will do everything it takes to create a triage of support so that 100% of our students have the opportunity and skills to enroll and eventually complete AP courses and examination. Vertical team teachers, guidance counselors, and parents will be the knowledgeable stakeholders who will work together to raise performance and life expectations, mores, and norms to include pre-AP, AP and college studies among the student body – even among those young students who are enrolled in our middle school level programs - as well as systematically track, monitor, and guide student performance and course schedules so that they represent a clear pathway from college bound studies, to AP, to college and career. All of these staffing and student enrollment strategies will be standardized among the campuses and focused towards accomplishing one common goal: to eliminate access barriers among disadvantaged students that may prevent them enrolling and succeeding in advanced studies. In its most recent publication on AP exemplary practices, USDOE supported these proposed recruitment and student scheduling practices as being effective strategies in accomplishing such an equity goal as it states, “the standardization of access to course offerings, beginning at the middle school level, is a mandatory first step towards increasing low-income student enrollment in AP courses.” (USDOE, 2003) The publication further goes on to validate the research link between high levels of academic achievement and college graduation among those students who are able to access AP classes. 

   Staff development, follow-up assessments, practitioner mentoring, teacher induction, and coaching designed to increase the rigor and quality of instruction of pre-AP and AP courses will be conducted in Vertical Teams of teachers and staff from both the middle school and feeder high school levels of the 28 participating campuses. In his article, Bringing Secondary Education into the Information Age, James England (2001) stresses the importance of aligning middle school standards and curricula with high school level standards. Both the Vertical Teams and Building Success training components of the SOAR program will heavily concentrate on the alignment of standards in a vertical fashion.  Both of these trainings also require instructors to: incorporate higher level thinking strategies and advanced content into the instructional setting, adopt positive attitudes and high expectations of all students, and use student assessment data to improve instruction. These strategies have been found to be key differentiating characteristics of schools that have high proportions of academically successful low-income students. (Henchey,N.,2001) Follow-up assessments and practitioner coaching that measure databased indicators of instructional effectiveness and best practices will be built into the trainings. Such assessment and coaching will require instructors to demonstrate transfer of training into the online VHS classrooms (and into the physical classroom) – and to continually improve upon the best practices learned. Vertical Teams will meet on a regular basis to discuss, study, share, and assess the effectiveness of such practices in a cycle of continuous improvement. These follow-up study group and practitioner training components, incorporating a quality circle process, have been demonstrated to be effective methods for increasing the efficacy of staff development. (Fouchey, G.S., 1991; Peterson, B., 1991)

   Each school site will establish a staffing trio of at least one teacher, one guidance counselor, and a Site SOAR Coordinator. The trio will be responsible for carrying out the supportive recruitment and “triaging” of low-income students so that they make a seamless transition from our pre-AP to AP coursework and testing systems. The recruitment component of SOAR will be the dual responsibility of triage and Vertical Team members. Each site will establish campus-specific recruitment plans that call for selected staff to meet with disadvantaged students – several times a year - in small groups of five or less to encourage targeted students to enroll in pre-AP and AP courses (or remediation activities that would allow for future enrollment). Triage and Vertical Team members will, in essence, serve as facilitators to assist students in overcoming barriers to enrollment in pre-AP or AP courses and will engage in activities to promote advanced studies throughout the schools. They will also conduct follow-up meetings with students to collect equity/performance data and provide continuing support.  In addition to meeting with students, these staff will regularly meet with parents regarding the benefits of advanced coursework, planning for college, and family support strategies to enhance student success. Research validates our proposed recruitment methodology as studies have shown that (1) relationship building between school staff and families and (2) the provision of meaningful family education opportunities that incorporate college preparation strategies - are distinguishing characteristics of schools where low-income students are successful in reaching higher levels of achievement.(Marcon, R. A., 1999; Charles A. Dana Center, 2001) It is also important to note that we have purposely developed our triage infrastructure and recruitment activity scheme to mirror the best practices reflected in the research of The College Board and from the Broward School District’s AP Incentive program (funded by USDOE). These sources report the following: a) a staff triaging system is a one of the most effective practices for increasing low-income student enrollment into AP studies; b) including parents and students in the recruitment process directly results in a higher pre-AP and AP course enrollment rate among low-income and minority students; and c) using both triage and trained vertical teams to perform recruitment is an effective practice at establishing an early college “mindset” among all students in all classes. This mindset creates the expectation that all students should work hard to be prepared for pre-AP and AP coursework when they reach 7th-12 grade studies – thus raising the bar on students’ own perceptions of their performance capabilities. The effectiveness of this “self fulfilling” prophecy is verified through the research of the National Children’s Trust which states, “children who maintain the belief system that they have no mental, physical, or other limits to accomplishing difficult academic tasks are more likely to do so – and they are also more likely to seek out the help they need to make this happen…when a child is told “you are not smart enough” or “this course is too hard for you” and internalizes this to be true…this is when we see a shift in the child’s desire to accomplish rigorous academics.” (NCT, 2003) One of our goals will, therefore, be to create an inverted self-fulfilling expectation that all children have the ability to be successful at advanced studies. With resources, such as tutoring and mentoring, now available to help children meet and exceed academically - the only factor that will make the difference between one child succeeding and another child not succeeding at AP coursework will be self-desire and the willingness to work hard. 

   Research verifies the fact that low-income students often have limited awareness of postsecondary institutions and the realities of the college entrance process - which serve as a barrier for college enrollment. (Meehan, M.L., Cowley, K.S., Chadwick, K.L., & Whittaker,D., 2001) Research also suggests that an effective method for addressing the declining rate of college bound students is to teach students to envision themselves going to college after high school.(Gray, B. S., 1996) Because low-income students have limited awareness and understanding of postsecondary institutions (Meehand, M.L., Cowley, K.S., Chadwick, K L., & Whittaker, D., 2001), effective interventions should further include the dissemination of information regarding college enrollment and the practices effecting academic success at transitional points in student’s lives when it is still possible for children to select appropriate and prescribed courses to maximize their opportunity for success. (England, J., 2001) SOAR is designed to address college preparedness issues via these recommended research-based best practices by offering a 12-lesson course entitled CollegeEd that will provide students with the information they need to enroll and be successful in college. Each 7th grade cohort for the 3 years of the program will complete CollegeEd. The CollegeEd program will allow children the opportunity to visualize themselves attending college as the course includes specific instruction designed to imbed the college mindset, teach the value of college and the process of getting into college, educate students regarding the types of colleges appropriate for different careers, and guide students through the college planning and preparation process. During the course, students will be matched with a college “pen pal” – who will be volunteer AmeriCorps or work-study students from our partnering local universities & colleges. The screened and trained college pen pals will visit our students (face-to-face or virtually) during their morning and after school academies and/or during the CollegeEd coursework periods. Pen Pals will work as tutors and mentors in the program (see description below); invite their pen pal students to attend college-career fairs, lectures, and learning events at the college campuses; and maintain contact with students, from year to year, as the pen pals share their positive college and career experiences. 

   Educational research further suggests that education to develop a college mindset that is specific with regard to the college entrance processes and that requires students to develop school completion plans in middle and high school grades is critical to reversing the declining rate of college bound high school students from low-income families. (England, J., 2001) Therefore, during the CollegeEd course and the morning and after school academies (described below), students will work with SOAR triage staff to complete 9 year academic and career plans, career interest inventories, and career exploration activities. College and career plans will be shared among staff and guidance counselors - and used as a roadmap for student academic scheduling and curriculum/instruction content planning. During CollegeEd, students will also have the opportunity to visit local and national college/university campuses via field trips and virtual internet tours. Students will be given the opportunity to complete college matriculation orientations, attend USDOE trio-program sponsored “Student Support Services” (SSS) orientations, mock college registration and examination processes, and mock financial aid, pell grant, SSS/trio application, and lottery scholarship application processes – which will eventually provide students with the necessary resources to enroll and finance their college studies. The CollegeEd course and these ancillary college and career activities have been modeled in the Broward School District AP grant program over the past 2 years. Independent research results have verified that students who complete the course express higher levels of commitment and desire to enroll in post-secondary education and show higher college readiness levels. Research from USDOE’s Gear Up program verifies that students who are motivated and academically ready for college have a greater chance of…attending college, persisting in college and graduating within 4 years, and completing a Bachelors or advanced degree program than their peers.

   Education research demonstrates that parent involvement is a vital component to student achievement. Parents who report high levels of involvement with their children’s schools, teachers, and homework/studies have children who perform better, academically, in the classroom than their peers. (Marcon, R. A., 1999) Research also tells us that if parents are able to make an emotional connection with one or more school staff members, they are more likely to be involved in their children’s academics – which further results in higher performance among children. (Cotton, 2002) At this time, there are few meaningful parent involvement opportunities offered on school campuses. The SOAR program will help fill this service gap as we apply the best practices of effective parent engagement at participating schools. Upon award, the Vertical Teams and triage staff of each program site will work with our partners at VHS to collaboratively develop, deliver, and assess a 30 lesson workshop series for parents. The workshops will be held during evenings, weekends, and other times when low-income parents indicate their availability. Both students and their parents will be asked to attend the workshops together. Workshops will be video taped and made available online with downloadable information materials for those parents who cannot attend. School and public library computer labs will disseminate “download and access instructions” and links on their primary homepages for SOAR parents who may be using these public access terminals to obtain the workshop information. Bilingual staff, child care for younger siblings, transportation assistance, and a variety of incentives will be used to maximize family attendance and participation. Adapted from the Gear Up Parent Workshop Series curriculum originally developed by the University of New Mexico (UNM), families will come together to complete 30 inter-active lessons on the following topics: balancing family-work-and-student academics; parenting skills and high expectations; troubleshooting student academic issues at home; holding children accountable and supporting success; using agendas and organization systems; steps to ensuring children attend, persist, and graduate from the post secondary education system; using VHS’s online system and the school-based academic support networks to track student performance and communicate with staff; understanding the importance of pre-AP and AP coursework; college financial aid, pell grant, and SSS services for low-income families; and other topics that encourage parents to support their children in accessing and participating in advanced studies and post-secondary education. We anticipate that at least 1,500 parents will attend these workshops and will, as a result of attendance, demonstrate increased involvement with their children’s academics, enhanced knowledge of college enrollment and financial aid systems, and an enhanced role in supporting their children’s active participation in pre-AP, AP, and college preparation coursework. These same results were found to occur in the evaluated UNM Gear Up Parent program – which will be very similar in content to our proposed workshop series. (UNM, 2004) Additional parent involvement activities will take shape in our site-based recruitment and triaging systems. One strategy that will be used entails the establishment of formal SOAR program offices as a centralized location, on each campus, where children, families, business partners, and others can come together to receive information, discuss program strategies and student needs, and view postings of course schedules and SOAR resources. These offices will host information lending libraries and computer terminals that are accessible to children and families – that can link them with information on VHS, AP and pre-AP opportunities, college, and career. SOAR triage staff will also be responsible for meeting with parents of low-income students to discuss the long-term benefits of advanced coursework, planning for college, and student support issues and strategies. Communication with parents will be carried out through parent-teacher conferences; phone calls from staff; informational presentations and fun family activities delivered at BBQ events sponsored by local businesses; program orientation workshops that have valuable and meaningful content for parents who want to help their children succeed; talking with parents in the parking lots while they are waiting for their students to be released from school; e-mail and online correspondence systems between staff, teachers, parents, and students; and site-based or in-home meetings where the issues of college preparedness and advanced coursework are discussed in addition to student progress. It will be our intent to establish an educational environment and a reinforcing home environment for students that perpetuates the expectations and beliefs that all of our children are capable of advanced studies and that all children should strive to accomplish advanced study coursework as a standardized part of their preparation for college and career. These same parent involvement and communication strategies were used by several USDOE AP grantees – as documented in their 2002 and 2003 progress reports. Such strategies were shown to be extremely effective at increasing parent involvement levels and increasing the numbers of students who enroll in pre-AP and AP courses due to enhanced parent knowledge and support. Long-term impacts included higher college enrollment levels among parent involved students, improved high school academics, and increased graduation rates among children of involved parents. 

   For the SOAR program, students who meet the minimum achievement threshold of proficiency on the TAKS will be encouraged and streamlined to participate in – what will be – first-time pre-AP and AP course offerings on our campuses by one of the most qualified online providers in the country, Virtual High School. The SOAR initiative will completely transform the education programs at the 28 participating schools as it will provide our low-income students with direct, free, and guided access to VHS’s current 14 pre-AP course offerings. In addition, the Vertical Teams from our consortium schools will further develop 3 brand new pre-AP courses to add to the VHS pre-AP cadre which will be uniquely designed to fill the course subject and skills gaps that have been identified to exist in the current VHS offerings. These courses will be rigorous in nature and customized to prepare each child for success in future AP studies. Studies on pre-AP programs point out that if the courses are of high rigor and if they are vertically aligned to AP learning standards and objectives, then students have a much higher chance of successfully passing AP courses and exams. (SEDL, 2003) SOAR will incorporate a variety of strategies to ensure this happens. The existing VHS pre-AP classes have been developed by some of the top AP educators and master level teachers throughout the county and they have been independently assessed by a third party researcher using a control-experimental design. Results show that not only are the classes 100% articulated with the full set of skills and learning objectives that will be expected of students when they take AP courses and exams; but they are also evaluated to be rigorous in that if a child takes one of these pre-AP courses, research shows that this child has a higher chance of getting better grades in schools, enrolling and passing AP courses and exams, and does better on SAT’s and college entrance exams. Children who do better in high school and on college entrance requirements are also more likely to graduate from college with an advanced degree and enter the workforce at a higher salary level. (Gear Up, 2002) As we work with VHS’s practitioners to develop the 3 new courses, we will maintain these same high standards and evaluation protocol to assess and improve instruction efficacy.

    SOAR will also be responsible for completely transforming the high school level education programs at our 28 schools as it will offer first time student access to VHS’s existing online AP course cadre as well as a site-based AP exam program, which will be carried out by College Board registered triage staff on the school sites. In addition to the AP classes, Vertical Teams will further develop 3 brand new College Board approved AP courses to add to the VHS course cadre. All of the courses will carry with them concurrent enrollment credit and recognition by our partner colleges and universities (listed in resume attachments). By extending first time supported student access to AP studies, we will be meeting a variety of research-based best practices that are proven to increase student achievement and college readiness. The researched benefits of AP on student achievement – and the research that verifies AP as a key to reducing achievement inequity among students is documented throughout the RFP and can be found on pages 1-19 of this proposal. Such research clearly states that children who take AP courses – even if they don’t pass AP exams –score higher on state academic tests; are more likely to graduate from high school; are more likely to graduate from college; and are more likely to enter higher paying career fields. 

   To help students master pre-AP, AP, and exams, each campus will deploy a plethora of support activities to help transition students through this new advanced studies system. This blanketing of support will occur through bi-weekly, 2 hour, after school academies that will incorporate study and college readiness skills workshops; academic service learning; one-to-one academic mentoring; one-on-one tutoring and expanded library access; test prep; academic advising and college planning; and much more. The following narrative describes the research that validates the effectiveness of each of these strategies:

   -Campus-Based Academies: During their enrollment in the VHS pre-AP and AP online courses, middle school and high school level students from participating schools will be encouraged to attend a variety of bi-weekly (2 hour per scheduled day) campus-based academies. During the bi-weekly academy period (which will be scheduled during after school hours from Sept-June), each school will continually operate 2-3 academic-focused, workshop-style learning stations that will enable students to learn and practice their academic skills and knowledge in a small, student-centered environment. The workshop stations will cover a series of lessons on a large variety of pre-AP and AP related content and curricula that are academic focused and that align with TX Learning Standards. The academy workshops will ultimately be designed to help students build intellectual skills, interests, critical reading skills, data set analysis skills, questioning, textual analysis and higher-level thinking skills, and data synthesis skills for developing new insights and abilities that will equip them for success in AP classes and for lifelong learning. Vertical team members, counselors, and triage staff who are trained in AP readiness and instructional delivery systems will customize content and instruction to wrap around students’ IEP’s and/or achievement data, as well as scaffold and vary instruction and supports to enhance the mastery of skills and content at each child’s level. On each student’s first day of attendance, he/she will be directed to complete the STAR and Standards Master technology-based assessments in the school computer labs. These and other data will be used to develop an electronic academic portfolio. Portfolios will be utilized as an “intake” mechanism for students and staff to identify the special needs and supports that must be provided for each student to ensure equal access and maximize instructional efficiency. In addition to the computerized assessment output, the lab’s portfolioing software will require students and staff to enter information on student standardized test scores, IEP goals, classroom test scores, attendance, behavioral performance, and course grades. Once the information is entered, the computer develops a linear graph and chart that identifies strength areas and areas that need improvement/extra focus. These “quality” tools are then used to track performance. Such output will be printed and used in hard copy form to compose each student’s academic portfolio. Students will be required to continually update their portfolios during their academy time. This process enables and encourages youth to take responsibility for their achievement. Communication of these data with VHS teachers, parents, and site-based staff will be carried out on a regular basis. Portfolios will be used to help staff develop academy content (based on student needs and interests). Portfolios will also be used as a scheduling tool for staff as they encourage students to complete those academy workshops that best meet their academic and developmental needs and interests. Staff will review portfolios with students on a regular basis as students and staff members meet to develop 9 year career plans and course schedules. This same academy infrastructure and portfolioing system has been modeled and evaluated by 12 large charter school consortiums who have applied 21st CCLC grant funds to support their students with pre-AP and AP coursework. Evaluation results over the past 3 years reveal that students who actively use the portfolioing device and who actively engage in after school academy activities have higher GPA’s; have more realistic perceptions of their grades and achievement levels; are more likely to be involved in classroom discussions and activities; are more prone to using organizational devices (i.e., agendas, binders) as educational tools; and are more prone to seeking academic assistance. These developing behaviors articulate with those skills students need for college success. (RA Institute, 2002, 2003, & 2004)

   -College Preparation & Studies Workshops: One of the first academy workshops that students will have the opportunity to take will be “College Preparation & Study Skills.” By the end of each program year, at least half of the academy enrolled students will complete a minimum of 15 hours of this workshop (note that at least one 15 hour workshop will be offered every in-session school year semester during the program period). The intent of the workshop is to equip students with the skills they need to be independent learners who are accountable for their learning and academic progress. During the workshop, students may complete lessons on such topics as: “Covey: Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens;” Habits of Mind Training (which incorporates the principles of persistence, managing impulsivity, listening with understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, meta-cognition, striving for accuracy, questioning and problem solving, communicating with clarity and precision, gathering data through all senses, mind innovation, interdependent thinking, and remaining open to continuous learning); maintaining binders, agendas, and portfolios for organization and long-term project planning; learning style assessments and learning style strategy building exercises; high school vs. middle school environment/survival guides; note and test taking strategies; balancing social life, sports, and academics; goal setting; tracking academic progress; strategic reading, writing, and test taking skills; critical thinking; how to communicate with staff, teachers, and parents; proactive course scheduling approaches: AP and college bound pathways; and building short-term/long-term memory through use of strategic study skills. Students in grades 8-12 who will not be taking the CollegeEd course will complete a condensed version of the course during this College Preparation & Study Skills workshop. Lessons and activities will include 9 year academic and career planning; career interest and exploration inventories; field trips to local college/university campuses to complete college matriculation orientations, attend USDOE trio-program sponsored “SSS” orientations, mock college registration and examination processes, and mock financial aid, pell grant, SSS/trio application, and lottery scholarship application processes; college pen pals; and classroom instruction designed to imbed the college mindset, teach the value of college and the process of getting into college, educate students regarding the types of colleges appropriate for different careers, and guide students through the college planning and preparation process. The proposed College Preparation & Study Skills workshop content and curriculum will be based on the published texts and guidelines of: Covey: Seven Habits of Highly Effective Teens; CollegeEd from The College Board; SEDL: Study Skills for Teens; Habits of Mind; Avid Path of Princeton University; and UNM’s Gear Up Pre-College Curriculum. The combination of these learning mediums has been used by 12 large 21st CCLC charter school consortia grantees – representing the states of TX, North Carolina, New Mexico, New York, California, and Virginia. Independent evaluation results reveal that children who complete he workshops have higher GPA’s, perform better on state academic testing, attend school more often, are more likely to graduate from high school, are more likely to take AP coursework, and demonstrate more positive attitudes toward school and college than their peers. (RA Evaluation Institute, 2002, 2003, & 2004)

   -Service Learning: Research supports the fact that “service learning” is one effective instructional strategy (for minority and low-income students in particular) that facilitates the development of character, civic duty, responsibility, integrity, commitment to school, and college readiness. Specifically, research findings from 3 major, national studies show that service learning is associated with significant increases in: self-competence/self-esteem, civic engagement, social connection, protection against risky behavior, attendance in school, academic achievement, commitment to attending college, and high school and college graduation. Students with behavioral problems who actively participate in service learning opportunities additionally show significant decreases in their self-reports of social alienation, rebelliousness, drug use, and school policy violations (Calabrese & Schumer, 2002) and significant increases in school attendance, commitment to making higher grades, and “commitment to school” on an attitudinal scale. The Eagle Academies of TX has used service learning as a motivational tool over the past several years. We’ve found that if we incorporate academic learning and skills demonstration in the service learning projects, we find the children are much more likely to master these academic principles in the classroom and on tests. Therefore, at least once a year, students will have the opportunity to attend an 8 session service learning workshop that will be pushed into the academy period. Volunteer leadership assistants from our partners at South TX Community College and the University of TX have agreed to facilitate these lessons on community service, goal setting and motivation as based on the Leadership & Service Learning for Life curriculum. Students will be broken into small teams to engage in community assessment, planning, and coordination of team-designed community-based service learning projects; which must incorporate and show demonstration of advanced academic skills. Examples of projects may include: writing and publishing children’s books to be used for a group organized peer-to-peer reading and book distribution event at a local family homeless center; or creating a video documentary that would be displayed at a local library or museum – highlighting the history, culture, and accomplishments of selected 20th century TX governors; or creating several SOAR program website pages (and presenting the content to local charter school elementary students or to parent-teacher organization members) that describe the importance of pre-AP and AP studies and resources for enrollment in advanced and college studies for students and parents. 

   -Academic & Career Mentoring: Research verifies that students who are mentored show improved levels of academic achievement, school attendance, have more confidence, and have better attitudes and relationships with adults. (Herrara, 2003) The most compelling evidence of mentoring was found by Public and Private Ventures showing that youth who engage in a school-based mentoring program model are: 46% less likely to begin using illegal drugs; 27% less likely to begin using alcohol; 52% less likely to dropout; 37% less likely to skip class; more confident in their schoolwork performance; able to get along better with their families; and are 48% more likely to go to college. A second study, conducted by Big Brothers/Big Sisters, looked at outcomes for youth in 3 school-based mentoring programs in Philadelphia. According to the teachers who referred youth to the programs: 64% of the students developed more positive attitudes toward school; 58% achieved higher grades in social studies, language, and math; 60% improved relationships with adults; 56% improved relationships with peers; 55% were better able to express their feelings; 64% developed higher levels of self-confidence; and 62% were more likely to trust their teachers. Mentees were also less likely than peers to repeat a grade, and their average number of unexcused absences dropped. (Curtis, T., & Hansen-Schwoebel, K., 1999) Other studies have demonstrated that mentoring not only increases the likelihood of students attending college but increases their chances of graduating from college with a Bachelors and advanced degree. Moreover, students who engage in school-based mentoring are more likely to report future job satisfaction and financial independence on a career scale. (Cave and Quint, 2001)  SOAR will, therefore, infuse this effective programming strategy into the bi-weekly academy infrastructure. Every enrolled student will have the opportunity to be matched with a screened and trained mentor. As many of the students will be matched with a mentor from the college pen pal program (described in detail above), other students will have the opportunity to be matched with a business professional or community stakeholder who will be recruited, screened, and trained by our partners from the Waco & Mission City Councils, Texas Tech University, South TX Community College, University of TX, and Lone Star National Bank. Additional mentors may be recruited from local AmeriCorps volunteer programs; college experiential learning programs; large corporations – such as Burlington Resources, Intel, and GE – who receive work related incentives for mentoring; NASA and other local federal offices; and other sectors of public and private service. We will also encourage AP high school students (or AP graduates) from the consortium and nearby schools to be mentors to younger students. SOAR mentors will commit to providing academic assistance, friendship, life and educational guidance, support, and encouragement to youth in developing resiliency factors in the developmental domains of self-confidence, self-esteem, decision-making, and college/career/future readiness. Mentors will spend a minimum of 1 hour each school in-session week in correspondence (i.e., face-to-face visit, internet correspondence, virtual tutoring conferencing) with the student (a one-on-one match) for at least 12 months in duration. Mentor-mentee structured opportunities will be carried out during the academy period and may include: academic tutoring; student internships at the mentor’s work site (if meaningful and possible); academic skill building workshops; school-to-career/college/job exploration activities; service learning; and job shadowing. 

   -Tutoring: Throughout the academy period, an ongoing tutoring workshop will be offered to help students understand and master advanced study content that will best prepare them for college and AP exams. Tutoring will take place in the school libraries (or the school computer labs) – which will enable these centers to extend their hours. Tutoring will be carried out via one-on-one sessions, small group tutoring and guided review, and/or may incorporate computerized instructional technology that is standards aligned and aimed at remediating and enriching learning. Our partners from the Waco & Mission City Councils, TX Tech, South TX College, University of TX, and Lone Star Bank will recruit, train, and cover the costs of at least 50-100 tutors to consistently work in the academies. Research from CSAP prescribes tutoring as a scientifically-based intervention that is proven to increase student attendance, self-esteem, GPA, achievement test scores, and college readiness indicators. These results are replicable among low-income and minority populations similar to SOAR students. (CSAP, 2003) 

   -Test Preparation: During the academy period, at least one hour a week will be dedicated to preparing students to take AP, college, and academic exams. We will use the online curriculum and resources of Petersons, Inc. and XAP (Number2.com) to guide these workshops. Students will work one-on-one with staff – or will connect with the online tutors and resource centers of these two entities – as they complete one or more of the following test prep lesson series: 30-hour online SAT Test Prep Course; online Get Wise! Test Prep Skills Review; SAT EssayEdge Online Course; ACT EssayEdge Online Course; PSAT Online; TAKS Online Prep (Math, Science, English, Social Studies); GuidanceNet Online Skills Drilling and AP Prep; and Online Practice Test Banks and Assessments. Research from John Hopkins University, Philadelphia, and UNM verifies the effectiveness of Petersons and the XAP test prep programs. Students who engage in organized test preparations are more likely to score higher on the associated tests and score higher on state achievement testing.
   Teacher-to-student looping will be an additional strategy used to engage students in their studies. Looping will be incorporated into all of the SOAR pre-AP and AP course offerings – as well as in the before school and after school academies. As cohorts of students move from class to class and grade level to grade level, Vertical Team teachers will be scheduled to follow selected cohorts of children by means of the VHS scheduling system. So, when Kimberly, an Eagle Academy 9th grader, takes a pre-AP English class with Mrs. Wilson…she will also likely be scheduled to take her 12th grade AP English class with Mrs. Wilson. And, despite the fact that Mrs. Wilson is an Eagle teacher, she will have the opportunity to teach the VHS online English courses because of her extensive training from VHS. This type of teacher-to-student looping strategy has been shown to positively impact not only student achievement but also parental involvement and attitudes towards school, particularly for low-income families. (Nichols, J. D. & Nichols, G. W., 2002)

   SOAR will incorporate the use of a 3rd party evaluator who will work with staff to transform SOAR into a highly functioning, scientifically-based model that can be replicated by other schools. The evaluator, a qualified researcher with experimental design experience, will consult with the Program Director at the conception of the program to design and implement the assessment and evaluation of SOAR. The evaluator will continually work with Vertical Teams, triage staff, and other stakeholders to collect and interpret data; determine program strategies to be either effective or non-effective; eliminate non-effective strategies and activities; and continually improve upon the research best practices of the program throughout and beyond the 3 year grant timeline. USDOE verifies that the use of third party evaluation is a best practice that improves programming effectiveness and fidelity to the program and research based practices. (USDOE, 2004) 

   VHS (www.govhs.org) is the key partner of our consortium that will help make all of this happen. VHS and our 28 member charter school network will work together to maximize the number of participating low-income students in the VHS pre-AP and AP online courses so that VHS can progressively reduce membership costs to our schools over time. Our goal is to have all of our 28 schools pool their grant (and an increasing proportion of their operational budget) resources so that the online enrollment cost per each child is substantially reduced - and eventually picked up in full by the consortium after year 3. VHS will allow us to accomplish this through an economies of scale approach. As each school will contribute a Vertical Team of teachers who, with the help of VHS practitioner mentors, design and offer courses over the internet, we anticipate the programming costs to be substantially reduced by the end of the grant period. Each school in the cooperative will enroll approximately 50-100 students in each of the VHS online virtual classrooms for each section of a teacher’s time it contributes to the pool. This will allow schools to offer a range of courses to their students that they were previously unable to offer. Quality will be maintained by requiring teachers to complete the graduate level VHS trainings on the design, development, and instruction of online courses – as well as other training made available through The College Board. VHS is an extraordinary program that has been validated, through research, to show positive results and improved academic achievement among thousands of secondary school students and hundreds of educators in schools across America and around the world.  VHS uses the best of educational technologies to give students and teachers access to resources, curriculum, and training of the highest quality, and to prepare educators and learners to be skilled and confident participants in the VHS online community. VHS has successfully delivered challenging AP and pre-AP courses to over 268 secondary schools nationwide for the past 8 years. Many of these schools report that over 85% of their students are from low-income families – others have non-white student populations of over 90%.  The VHS online model has successfully served these student populations as it delivers quality advanced online courses to students of all backgrounds. Through scheduled asynchronous courses that stress the development of a community of learners, VHS was recognized in 2001 as the winner of the Stockholm Challenge Award for establishing the standard for quality of online courses. VHS has also been awarded the international jury award for “making good use of information technology that resulted in a positive impact on people’s lives.”  In making the award to VHS, the jurors stated that, “VHS has been tested in operation, has been transferred widely and is sustainable…VHS provides education resources to under served places and people – and is changing the way teachers think about teaching and getting scarce educational resources to students anywhere.” The quality of VHS’s training program was also recently acknowledged in the joint publication of the National Education Association, the American Association of School Administrators, and the National Association of State Boards of Education, Guide to Online High School Courses in which VHS’s online training system was used as the model for the nationally proposed standards. Utilizing timely publications and the latest educational research as the basis for VHS’s training, these associations believe that its online training has acted as a catalyst for systemic change in districts throughout the US as teachers have transferred the skills they learned to their own classrooms. 

(Section 2): Please see (b) Program Design (Staff Development subsection), on pages 23-29, above, for full response.
(d) Quality of Program Personnel
(Section 1): Eagle Academies of TX and its partners all have a documented history of recruitment and employment of underrepresented populations. In order to sustain this practice for SOAR, we will work closely with local community colleges and community advocacy groups to help deploy our staff and volunteer (i.e., mentors, tutors, etc.) recruitment efforts. We will rely upon our existing relationship, for example, with the local AmeriCorps and Vistas program at our partnering colleges to help recruit a diverse volunteer pool to work in the SOAR program academies. AmeriCorps and Vistas are federally funded programs that recruit, train, and staff a large (over 400) ethnically diverse group of retired teachers, college students, and adults to provide 5-10 volunteer hours a week of tutoring and academic support for children in local schools. All Eagle Academies and partner agencies are equal opportunity employers – and all partners will continue to provide an annual diversity and cultural competency training to their staff and volunteers. Between the 28 consortium schools, we currently employ over 450 bi-lingual, bi-cultural, disabled, and/or other employees who represent non-traditional hiring groups. Approximately 90% of our combined workforce and volunteer pool is representative of persons who are members of gender, race, national origin, color, disability, and/or age groups that are at-risk of discrimination. The majority of SOAR staff will be recruited from this staffing base. We find that this balance (and the fact that our staff is indigenous to the populations we serve) – brings a richness to our services which forges a special bond between our staff and the community - because we are part of them. Staff who will potentially be hired by SOAR have been selected due to their active involvement in planning the grant program at the participating school sites as well as their expertise in implementing similar programs at other secondary sites. We project that at least 90% of those staff who will work in the program are members of traditionally underrepresented groups based on race, color, national origin, gender age and/or disability. Moreover, the ethnic, race, and language of staff will be indigenous to the target community. As can be seen in the resumes attached to this proposal (see resume attachments), proposed staffers have extensive experience in implementing pre-AP, AP, and college/test prep programs. For example, the proposed Program Director, Dr. Terry Antoine, has worked as a high school principal and college preparation/advanced studies teacher in the TX public and charter school system for over 23 years. For the SOAR program, Dr. Antoine will work in a full time, 1.00 FTE position that is budgeted from the grant to compensate $60,000 per year. Note that an additional $5,000 of his salary will be donated by the schools (for each program year) to demonstrate our commitment to operationally absorbing this position by the 4th year of the program. Dr. Antoine’s duties will include, but will not be limited to: the hiring and supervision of all direct and administrative program staff; recruitment and coordination of school and community partners to meet the in-kind and resource donation/programming requirements of the proposal; working with vendors and partners to schedule and carry out training that is reflective of teacher needs and best practices; attendance at all relevant national and regional trainings – and sharing/presenting such training content and materials to staff and vertical teams; carrying out the training needs assessment process; working with practitioners and coaches of the program to implement classroom assessments and observations according to best practice inventories; working with central office and school administration to deploy a purchase order and budget management system to ensure all grant funds are expended appropriately and accurately; and working with the evaluator to support the process, outcome, and assessment evaluation activities that are outlined in the evaluation plan, below. Dr. Antoine holds a Masters Degree in Education Administration from Tarleton State University and a doctorate degree in Education from the University of North Texas. Dr. Antoine is an exceptionally qualified candidate to fill the SOAR Program Director position as he has been directly involved in teaching and coordinating advanced study programs for many years. Dr. Antoine’s doctorate dissertation was in the subject area of advanced studies for high needs students. He is also a nationally recognized author of several publications, which further demonstrates his experience in designing-delivering advanced studies for low-income and high-needs students (see resume for publication list). Dr. Antoine is a certified trainer for several Texas Service Centers in the field of advanced study programs and classroom technology. He has personally delivered professional training to classroom teachers and administrators on the following subject areas: telecommunications in middle school instruction; internet-based instruction; mentoring in the sciences; TENET; and college-career-advanced study instruction. Dr. Antoine also has many years of grant management experience as he has been responsible for coordinating over $3 million dollars in federal technology and entitlement grants – which have each resulted in 100% compliance with all grant requirements of the funder. During the past 20 years, Dr. Antoine has completed over 60 training sessions in instruction, advanced studies, technology, and related subjects which will help prepare him for this leadership position (see resume for list of completed trainings). 

(Section 2): As described above (please cross reference section 1 above), we project that at least 90% of those staff who will work in the program are members of traditionally underrepresented groups based on race, color, national origin, gender age and/or disability. The diverse staffing infrastructure and qualifications of proposed staff in the program are as follows:

SOAR Site Coordinators: Staff to fill the Site Coordinator positions have not yet been identified among the sites, however, we have attached resumes of potential qualified candidates who represent traditionally underserved minority groups and who have expressed interest in filling the positions (please see resume attachments). Each Coordinator will be responsible for rotating among 4-5 nearby school sites within their given region. The Coordinators will be the key triage staff who will help establish entrance standardization procedures as well as oversee and organize student recruitment activities. The Coordinators will further organize and coordinate all student registration and triaging activities, student morning and after school academies, college credit concurrent enrollment agreements with colleges/universities, vertical team meetings, and communications between VHS and the school sites to ensure students are able to successfully matriculate through the program. Coordinators must have strong leadership abilities, strong interpersonal skills, extensive experience in grant management, and experience in organizing /operating advanced studies at the secondary level. Minimum 3 years experience working as a pre-AP and/or AP teacher or administrator in the public-charter school environment, current teacher/administrator certification and masters degree preferred. Qualified Coordinators must also have completed or be willing to complete –upon hiring – the intensive site coordinator training from VHS, as well as 20 additional training hours in pre-AP and AP curriculum, instruction, student recruitment, student preparation, and assessment best practices as related to the program.
SOAR Triage Guidance Counselors: As the proposed Counselors have not yet been identified, we have attached resumes of existing qualified Counselor candidates who represent traditionally underserved minority groups and who have expressed potential interest in filling the position (please see resume attachments). Each of the SOAR Counselors will be responsible for rotating with the Site Coordinators among 4-5 nearby school sites within their given region. The Counselors will work as a triage staff member on their given sites who will help facilitate the VHS entrance standardization procedures as well as facilitate student recruitment, scheduling, and academic planning activities. The Counselors will coordinate parent workshops as well as support student registration and triaging activities, student academies, and academic planning/monitoring. Minimum 3 years experience working as a licensed guidance Counselor in the public-charter school environment with masters degree in counseling preferred. Qualified Counselors must also have completed or be willing to complete – immediately upon hiring – the intensive Building Success and other College Board trainings, as well as 10 training hours in pre-AP and AP student guidance, recruitment, and student preparation best practices from VHS as related to SOAR.

Please see budget narrative for cost and description breakdown of the above and additional staffing of the program when scoring this section; also see resumes in attachments for qualifications and trainings of all staff. 

(e) Quality of the Management Plan
(Section 1): To ensure the program's integrity, the Eagle Academies of TX (lead fiscal agency) and its many partners will come together regularly to establish, develop, and improve upon a solid, quality-based management structure to oversee operations of the program and to make appropriate program adjustments consistent with the goals and objectives of the grant proposal and federal statute. SOAR is designed to operate under the supervision of an Advisory Committee, which will be established by the Program Director during the first month of funding. The committee will be composed of representatives from each of the partnering agencies as well as the principals and triage staff of schools, students, parents, partnering college faculty, as well as stakeholders from the board of directors, cultural and community agencies, and businesses. The committee will meet for one hour, on a monthly basis, to collaboratively(plan large-scale events, media relations, and promotions, ( develop and deliver funding acquisition efforts to expand and sustain the program (grant proposal development, fundraisers, in-kind),(disseminate program results and progress to state and community leaders and stakeholders to justify future and expanded support for the program, and (assess evaluation reports and processes to identify programming strengths and improve programming weaknesses in a cycle of continuous improvement. The committee will continually work with the collaborating schools, the Eagle LEA, and partners to identify internal and external funds that could be used to sustain the program beyond the funding cycle. Funds may include Title IV, Title I, Educational Technology grant funds, and NCLB supplemental service funds. The committee will be responsible for making community presentations to stakeholder groups on the scientific results of the program and the program’s benefit for children and families. The positive impact of the program will justify continuation among the community. The Program Director will act as the Advisory Chair and will be responsible for sharing financial reports, evaluation results, and data with the committee so that input may be provided on future programming and planning efforts. This process will ensure accountability of expenditures and progress. 

   Lead agency administration and SOAR administrators will manage the grant in accordance with the “7 Level Prism Management System” which is recommended by USDOE for effective grant management. Please see resume attachments, pages 22-23 for a description of this management system. In order to accomplish the program objectives on time and within budget, we will immediately – upon notice of award – renew our memorandums of understanding with participating schools and partners to reflect any budget or timeline changes that may occur due to award negotiations. During the first 2 months of SOAR, staff will be hired and school orientations sessions will be carried out. Also at this time, Vertical Teams will be recruited and will begin participation in the online and face-to-face trainings. Teachers will be selected based upon the recommendations of their principals, the submission of an online application detailing their teaching experience/qualifications and participation interests. Teachers must be certified to teach in the discipline for which they will be receiving professional development for the pre-AP or AP courses. Site Coordinators and triage staff at the targeted schools will be identified and trained so that students can enroll in VHS as early as January of the first grant year. Site Coordinators will also be selected based upon the principal’s recommendation and the online application. Six additional pre-AP and AP courses, to complement the diverse course cadre already offered by VHS, will be developed within the first year of the program and offered by the start of year 2. The morning and after school academies – as well as the evening parent workshops - will be launched for enrichment and credit recovery starting in January of year one. Also by the end of the first program year, vertical team teachers will begin teaching through the VHS online system – those pre-AP and AP courses they have been specifically trained to teach. Teachers will be mentored and supervised online by experienced VHS mentors to ensure quality of course delivery throughout the 3 year grant term. Additional Vertical Team members will be identified - and additional training will be offered based upon feedback from participating teachers and schools during years 2 and 3. By the end of the third year, at least 200 teachers from targeted schools will be fully trained to deliver VHS pre-AP and AP courses and 3,500 students will be actively participating in such courses. VHS, The College Board, and approved training vendors will provide the online and face-to-face training as well as technical support to all teachers and students. The full-time Program Director, Dr. Antoine, will be responsible for compiling information needed for progress reports and for supervising the efforts of the evaluation subcontractor team. All deadlines and reporting requirements of USDOE will be met. The Program Director and full time Site Coordinators will work together to supervise staff, professional development activities, and the development and delivery of the online courses and other site-based activities as they will be fully supported by teachers, counselors, site principals, and vertical team members to help make all this happen. Please cross reference and read the implementation plan charts, pages 24-37 of the resume attachments, for a description of the timeline, staff responsibilities, objectives, and outcomes of SOAR.

(Section 2): Eagle Academies’ extensive grant planning effort has afforded us the opportunity to research best practices for developing a staffing infrastructure that could best enable us to meet the SOAR program objectives - as we have talked with current AP grantees throughout the US as well as officers from USDOE for input and advisement. We have found that it is very important to maintain at least a part-time dedicated “staffing team” at each school who will provide the time and energy necessary to help support student and staff participation. We have found that it is common for school staff to be involved at the get go, but lose momentum over time due to high workloads and “over-commitment.” Our solution to this problem will be very simple. While planning the grant, all schools were involved in identifying the staffing infrastructure needed to run their SOAR program and meet the program goals and objectives on each site. Based on this extensive planning effort, we have come to the agreement that as all sites will have at least 1-3 administrative staff members *paid out of school or grant resources) to help run SOAR (with their time solely dedicated to program operation)…many sites will also dedicate the time of additional teachers and administrators to support SOAR operations – which will be substituted for their current duties instead of adding one more “duty” to their existing job requirements. Sites agreed that 6 full-time Site Coordinators – rotating between 4-5 nearby schools - would be adequate to meet the schools’ administrative support needs. These 6 full-time staffers will dedicate 100% of their time to organizing the student registration and triaging activities, coordinating student morning and after school academies, facilitating college credit concurrent enrollment agreements, coordinating vertical team meetings, and supporting communications between VHS and their region school sites. Working, hand-in-hand with the Coordinators to make this all happen, will be 6 full-time Guidance Counselors who will dedicate up to 100% of their time to delivering student scheduling services, registration, academic planning, and the parent workshop components of SOAR. The Counselors and Site Coordinators will work in pairs as they rotate together among their given regional school sites to help establish and implement these service systems. Supervising and overseeing the site level staffing teams will be the SOAR Program Director, Dr. Antoine. The Program Director will be a full-time, full-calendar administrator of Eagle Academies, who will directly manage the AP grant and who will supervise the program as 100% of his job responsibilities. The Program Director (a 241-calendar day employee) will devote his time to directly facilitating all aspects of the program as outlined in the implementation plan charts on pages 24-37 (in resume attachments). The Evaluator and his/her research assistant team will fully support the Program Director as the team will devote 100% of its time to deliver all aspects of evaluation. The Evaluator will also provide start-up, implementation, and evaluation consultation services of up to 7 hours per week on an ongoing basis to further support the administrative staff of the program. Further supporting our efforts to fulfill the program objectives will be the Vertical Team members of participating schools who will commit up to 10 days of instructional time to the staff development, study groups, meetings, and follow-up components of the program and will be expected to implement the content learned via training on an ongoing basis at the school sites. Targeted schools will provide release time (.25 FTE) for their selected teachers to teach pre-AP and AP courses in the VHS online academies.  In exchange for each teacher’s participation, the school will receive 50+ student seats per semester in any of the courses offered by VHS. Twenty-eight Teacher of the participating sites to devote up to 100% of their time to carrying out student and parent recruitment activities and developing-instructing the 6 brand new VHS pre-AP and AP courses with the support of their Vertical Teammates. All of these SOAR staffers will receive the full support (i.e., provision of office space, use of facilities for programming and instruction, leadership support to encourage-enforce staff participation, etc.) of Eagle central office and building administrators, which is documented in the attached letters of support. 

   When joining the VHS network, our 28 schools will become members of the national VHS collaborative. This collaborative - which includes hundreds of trained teachers, mentors, and administrators throughout the country - will further help us meet the objectives of the program. VHS will provide consistent access and support for our students to complete VHS’ existing pre-AP and AP coursework – and continued support to our teachers as they join the national VHS cadre of online teachers. Regular reports on the performance of all students and faculty from the targeted schools will be compiled by VHS and distributed to the SOAR and site administrators of said schools as a part of the communication process. AP exam results will also be collected from each school and results will be disseminated to VHS and school administrators by Site Coordinators…the sharing of these data will enable us to determine if the goals and objectives of the program are being met. Our large network of local and state partners will further help us meet the objectives of the program. Please see resume attachments, pages 2-4, for a list of our partners and what each partner intends to contribute. As you will read, we have several partners who will send their employees and volunteer pools to tutor and mentor our children. All of these activities are directly tied to the objectives of the program and will enable our staff to accomplish the program objectives – within the set timelines and budget. Please see the implementation charts on pages 24-37 for a description of staff responsibilities & time commitment estimates, per each activity, and for a specific breakdown of how staff will spend their time to meet program objectives.

   Eagle Academies is requesting a 3 year grant, in the amount of $3,000,000, to cover the cost of staff, online course and testing fees, and training to accomplish the SOAR program objectives and implementation plan. Eagle has acquired donated funds and leveraged resources to match the request in the amount of $716,850 (a 24% match). The direct cost benefit ratio is $577 per enrollee ($3,000,000 in grant funds/(200 trained educators + 3,500 students + 1,500 families served). The grant budget has been specifically designed to meet the goals and objectives set forth in the program design. Please see the budget narrative, attached, to assess the linkage between the budget and program design.  

(f) Quality of the Project Evaluation

(Sections 1 & 2): A comprehensive evaluation will be conducted as part of the SOAR program under the direction of Dr. Mike Young, from the University of Arkansas and RAEI (a private education and research firm). Dr. Young holds a PHD in applied statistics; reports 20 years of experience as a statistician; and has successfully evaluated over 30 federal education funded grants related to advanced placement and academic initiatives involving low income and at-risk student populations (please note that Dr. Young is a registered minority Department Chair of Behavioral Health at the University). Summative and formative evaluation will be conducted under the direction of Dr. Young and his team of graduate level research assistants. Each school site will be responsible for maintaining a process and outcome evaluation system that will track the progress of the established performance goals, objectives, outcomes, and activities that are described in the program design and implementation plan (attached) and which completely articulate with the reporting requirements and data indicators described in the federal statute, Section 1705(f)(1). Both quantitative-based and qualitative-based data will be collected by Dr. Young to examine if the program is effective at meeting the proposed outcomes and objectives. Baseline and post-intervention methodology and repeated measurements will be used in the evaluation. A set of pre-defined outcome and performance indicators will be tracked throughout the 3-year program timeline. Specifically, the following methodology will be applied: (1) collect baseline measures from experimental group and control group, (2) collect mid-year progress and data from experimental group and control group, (3) collect end-of-school year progress and data from experimental group and control group, (4) code and statistically aggregate data quarterly, (5) present data outcomes quarterly and annually. All student and family subjects enrolled in the program will be asked to participate in the evaluation activities (n=3,500 participant students and 1,500 participant families of the experimental cohort). A non-participatory group of students and families from schools in the neighboring region (who have similar demographic and cultural characteristics as the control group) will also be recruited to participate in the evaluation activities, as well (n=>150 control group students and families), which will enable us to make data comparisons between the control and experimental groups (described in detail below). We have identified several performance outcome indicators/measures to be tracked by the evaluator and updated 3 times per year (or annual, as appropriate) for the control and experimental groups (please note that these data will be gathered from the schools’ Management Information Systems (MIS) and via self-reporting using validated instruments, as described below). The following performance indicators will be collected, tracked, and analyzed throughout the 3 year program period: student enrollment in pre-AP and AP courses, “academic achievement” (TAKS state assessment results and end of course/year test scores before, during, and after program period), teacher instructional competencies, teacher graduate credit and training acquisition, AP-SAT-PSAT-ACT scores of students, percent and number of students who take or pass AP exams, concurrent enrollment college credit acquisition by AP students, curriculum rigor and alignment competencies, student course passing rates, GPA, course grades in core subject classes, job/school readiness levels, college preparation and readiness aptitude, daily attendance rate, occurrence of dropout, grade retention, student attitudes toward school achievement, parent involvement levels, parent attitudes toward student achievement, parent and student knowledge of college enrollment and financial aid systems. The follow narrative summaries describe the intended outcomes of the program as well as the quantitative and qualitative tools and data that will help measure their success:

   -Program Outcomes:(Increased enrollment in AP courses by low-income students from what is now less than 1% to at least 17%. (Increased enrollment in pre-advanced placement courses by low-income/impoverished secondary school age students of targeted schools - from what is now less than 1% to at least 62% as measured by course enrollment data from school management information systems. Proposed Data Collection & Tools: AP & pre-AP course enrollment numbers (quantitative) from schools’ MIS/databases to be collected for the year prior to program implementation and during the 3 program implementation years.

   -Program Outcomes:(Increased rigor and teaching quality by participating staff in pre-AP and AP courses as measured by assessments of instruction, teacher self-reports, student work samples, and student achievement data. (A minimum of one teacher from each Vertical Team will complete at least 12 graduate credits by attending the VHS NIM and TLC online training and will teach a minimum of 2 online pre-AP or AP courses through VHS each year. Proposed Data Collection & Tools: 1)Bi-annual practitioner assessments (qualitative & quantitative) of teacher instruction using teacher assessment device collaboratively designed by the evaluator and the Program Director to reflect competencies and best practices; to be delivered on a pre-basis to establish baseline, and twice a year during the 3 program years. 2)Teacher self assessments designed by the evaluator, with quantitative teacher responses compared to a rubric of good and excellent teaching practices; to be completed by Vertical Team teachers on a pre-basis to establish baseline, and at the end of each program year. 3) Assessed student work samples using a rubric designed by the evaluator. 4) Baseline and program year results of student achievement data from TAKS and GPA, collected from MIS. 5) Sign in sheets of training participants, copies of graduate credit certificates.

  -Program Outcomes:( Improved academic achievement among students as measured by the TAKS, AP exams, and student GPA. (Improved college preparation and increased readiness for the rigor of high school Advanced Placement studies among target campus students as determined through pre-post analysis of the Gear Up Survey, TAKS, and GPA. Proposed Data Collection & Tools: 1) Baseline and annual achievement data, among the participant (and control) student cohorts, will be collected from MIS which will include TAKS output, AP exam scores, and student GPA.2) The USDOE Gear Up Survey instrument will be administered to the participant (and control) student cohorts on a pre (prior to active participation) and post (after participation) basis each year. The survey is a quantitative inventory for students to self-report on perceived academic performance, commitment to school, knowledge of college matriculation & financial aid, desire to go to college, college preparedness and readiness indicators, and level of commitment to advanced coursework and college entry testing.

  -Program Outcomes:(Increased performance among students on the SAT, PSAT, ACT, and their college entrance exams. (100% of AP enrolled students who pass an AP course will take an AP exam. (Increased percentages of students who pass AP exams. ( Increased number of students who obtain college credit while in high school and apply such credit towards a degree program when transitioning into the post-secondary education system, as measured by student exit surveys. Proposed Data Collection & Tools: School MIS reports of student SAT, PSAT, ACT, and AP results, concurrent enrollment credit status, and examination results from the College Board, for the year prior to the grant compared to the grant years. Evaluator will also develop a student exit survey for students to complete upon their high school graduation, allowing for self-reporting of future college and career aspirations, consumer satisfaction with SOAR, intended use and application of college credits, etc.
  -Program Outcomes:(Enrollment distributions of students in pre-AP and AP courses at all participating schools will align to the income distributions of school populations as measured by school enrollment data compared to the 20-day count. (Equitable student access to pre-AP and AP courses as measured by school adopted online curriculum guides, published school-based documentation, and random student surveys. (Alignment of pre-AP and AP curriculum (from middle to high school levels) for all schools will be carried out by site level Vertical Teams, as measured by curriculum mapping products produced by SEDL in coordination with training participants as measured by teacher surveys, in-classroom assessments, and student achievement data.(Development of at least 6 online pre-AP and AP classes. Proposed Data Collection & Tools: 1)Course enrollment data from the 20 day count compared to student income/Title I distributions per campus, as collected from each school’s MIS database on a baseline basis and at the end of each program year. 2) School curriculum guides, handbooks, and documentation of equitable access compared to a rubric of best practices of standardization and equity practices created from the Broward School District evaluation findings. 3) Student survey designed by the evaluator to assess student perception of access and knowledge of advanced coursework. 4)Curriculum mapping products and rubrics produced by SEDL will be augmented by Vertical Teams to reflect curriculum design best practices learned from trainings; newly developed curriculum and curriculum changes on a school and program level will be compared within the SEDL rubric and assessments for an audit and comparison of best practices and alignment fidelity. 5)Practitioner delivered teacher assessments designed by the evaluator comparing instruction with best practices learned from training. 6) Analysis of student achievement data and GPA. 7)Copies of the curriculum, assessments, and guidelines of the online courses developed and approved by SOAR administration and VHS.

   -Program Outcomes:(Parents will demonstrate increased involvement with their children’s academics, enhanced knowledge of college enrollment and financial aid systems, and an enhanced role in supporting children’s active participation in SOAR pre-AP and AP program activities. Data Collection & Tools: As youth are enrolled in various components of SOAR, program administrators will request that the parents of these students complete the Parent Survey (instrument is provided by the NM Department of Health) for baseline. Parents will be asked to report on student & self competencies in the following areas: time spent with family, literacy levels, student behavior at home, perception of student academic performance, family management skills, time spent with children on homework, school involvement levels, and parent attitude toward education, college, and school. Parents will then complete the evaluation each year (post). Data will be forwarded to the evaluator, who will break the surveys into the following groupings: regular participating parents (a parent who has attended more than 5 hours of SOAR events); non-regular participating parent of a regular participating child (who attends more than 50 program hours); non-regular participating parent of a non-regular participating child; and experimental group parent. 
   The summative evaluation of SOAR will be implemented throughout the 3 years of the program – in an effort to determine the impact of SOAR on increasing the participation of low-income students in taking AP and pre-AP courses, and AP tests. Consistent with the authorizing legislation, the summative evaluation will also assess the impact of the program on helping low-income students succeed in AP courses. These evaluation objectives will be accomplished by using a quasi-experimental design involving a matched comparison group.  The matched comparison group design will be implemented by 1) recruiting comparison students and parents from neighboring schools in the same locales that have a similar demographic profile and a similar AP situation except they lack course delivery options, 2) collecting student level data from both the SOAR program experimental cohort and the matched comparison schools on low-income disadvantaged students regarding their enrollment and performance in advanced courses, 3) statistical control for relevant pre-existing differences, and 4) comparing the adjusted outcomes of SOAR and the matched comparison schools. Observed differences in program participation and performance can then be reasonably attributed to having implemented SOAR in some schools and not in others. Obtaining a set of matched comparison schools that are reasonably similar to SOAR participant schools will be accomplished through a two-step process. First, given a pool of candidate schools selected by Eagle administrators, Dr. Young will identify a set of initial school candidates with similar demographic profiles by analyzing national databases like the Common Core of Data (CCD), specifically the Public School Universe File.  In addition to matching on locale codes, the quality of a potential match would be judged on the basis of known predictors of academic performance in core subjects. Relevant school characteristics available from the CCD would include percent free lunch eligible students; Title I eligible; type, level and size of school; racial/ethnic composition; and pupil-teacher ratio. Second, the evaluator may choose to interview candidate school principals to determine the similarity of their pre-AP and AP programs.  From the best matched pairs of schools in each locale of a participant SOAR school, the control group will be formed. As incorporated into the SOAR outcomes listed above, there are 3 main constructs to be measured in the summative evaluation that are called for in the federal statute: 1) increased participation of low-income students in pre-AP and AP courses; 2) increased participation of low-income students in taking AP tests; and 3) increased success of low-income students in AP courses. All of these statute outcomes will be tested and reported on, as described under the objectives, above. More specifically, all 3 constructs will be evaluated as effect size measures – as follows: Increased Participation in AP Courses: Standardized mean difference between SOAR participant student group and the matched comparison group on percent of pre-AP and AP course slots occupied by low-income students. The unit of analysis is the number of pre-AP and AP courses in each group. Increased Participation in AP Testing: Standardized mean difference between the SOAR participant group and the matched comparison group on percent of AP course slots occupied by low-income students with AP test scores for the course.  The unit of analysis is the number of AP courses in each group. Increased Success in AP Courses:  Standardized mean difference between the SOAR student participant group and the matched comparison group on AP test score performance. Course completion rates may also be used as a measure of pre-AP and AP course success. The unit of analysis is the number of pre-AP and AP courses in each group. The number of students served who are taking AP courses, student participant demographic breakdowns, the number of AP tests taken by each participant per school, AP exam scores, and all of the above collected data will be provided to USDOE in our annual progress report, as required by SEC. 1705.  Summative evaluation data will be collected from the 28 schools and control group during each year of the program. Student level pre-AP and AP participation and performance data will be obtained from school records.  Students and their parents will be guaranteed confidentiality and their informed consent and permission will be obtained for accessing school records or for participating in any testing. Hierarchical linear regression models will be specified to test for differences between the SOAR control group and the matched comparison group for each of the outcomes of interest in the summative evaluation and federal statute. The main predictor of interest will be a dummy variable measuring low-income student participation in the pre-AP and AP courses. If SOAR is effective, we would expect a significant and positive coefficient for the low-income participation variable, statistically controlling for other background variables such as student gender, the English language proficiency status, and school size.  Again, data collected from the above indicated sources will be coded, aggregated, and scaled to establish a baseline “profile” of the groups, which will be shared with the program Advisory Committee. The committee will then work with the evaluator to establish mid-annual and annual benchmarks for performance/progress that align with the program goals, objectives, and outcomes. As these data profiles are updated 2-3 times per year by the evaluator utilizing new data collected from sites, the profile outcomes will be compared to the benchmarks and performance outcomes of the program at regular Advisory meetings to identify performance strengths, weaknesses, and needed modifications in a cycle of continuous improvement. The Committee will work with the evaluator at the end of the third grant year to compile a “SOAR Replication Handbook” that will include easy to understand information on what we accomplished and the outcomes of our efforts. The Committee will present the handbook to parents, community agencies, state officials, schools, and other stakeholder groups who are willing to hear our message and who could potentially use the handbook for replication of SOAR and its best practices. The Committee will also make informational presentations on SOAR to local foundations and grant making entities to acquire additional funding and support to expand the program throughout the region and beyond the 3 year funding cycle.

    Again, the key purpose of the formative evaluation will be to provide SOAR administration and staff with information on the progress of the program to help ensure the program is being successfully and effectively implemented, on time and within our defined commitments. Dr. Young will further accomplish this by monitoring, surveying, and documenting the implementation of the program as it operates over the course of 3 years. As described above, teachers selected to design and implement pre-AP and AP courses will be surveyed periodically along with students enrolling in these courses. Similarly, the perspectives of school principals and Site Coordinators will also be tapped through periodic surveys. The teacher survey will measure teaching competencies/best practices and delivery of training, and teachers’ satisfaction with the training received, the quality of the courses developed, their online teaching experience with the VHS courses, and the perceived benefits of the online courses provided. The teacher surveys will explore the extent to which training opportunities have improved teacher’s content area knowledge, use of research-based classroom practices, and strengthen the alignment of pre-AP and AP curricula through Vertical Teams. Principals and Site Coordinators will be surveyed about administrative concerns and problems with implementing SOAR, as well as perceived benefits to the school. Students will be surveyed about their satisfaction with the pre-AP and AP courses they took and their perceived benefits of taking the courses. The surveys will be administered through a combination of methods (mail, telephone, and online).  Trends in the survey data over the 3 years for each respondent group will be examined for matched pairs. One-day site visits will also be conducted by Dr. Young with a sample of sites to administer in-person interviews with faculty and students and to collect portfolios of course products that can be assessed in-depth off site using rubrics developed for this purpose. During each site visit, Dr. Young will prepare a case study report and the reports will be subjected to a cross-case analysis to determine fidelity to the program design and best practices.

   Process evaluation will begin from the first day of program implementation and will be the responsibility of all staff. The purpose of process evaluation will be to track and improve the efficiency of program management and the delivery of services. In July of each year (05, 06, 07), Dr. Young will facilitate a training session for the full SOAR staff that will cover the topics of: introduction of activity tracking tools, processes, grant requirements, and strategies for analyzing process data to assess program efficiency/strengths/weaknesses. It is at this training that Dr. Young will introduce the RAEI process evaluation toolkit. The kit includes forms and tools that will be used to document program activities (i.e., sign-in sheet templates, parent active permission forms and tracking sheets, student enrollment forms, outlines for recording minutes of meetings, and the activity tracking cover sheet which serves to document the lesson plans and content of operating academies/events and collects anecdotal results and success stories from staff each month). All SOAR staff (and school principals) will be trained and required to use the toolkit to document every program activity. For example, the sign-in sheets will be signed by participating students during every SOAR morning and after school academy, as well as by families at special evening events. This information will allow us to determine if participation projections (as defined in the program objectives) are met; the hours/days of each program event per each site; the participation/attrition rates; and the need for adjustments in our recruitment and engagement activities. Student enrollment forms will combine self reported demographic information (i.e., core indicators) on each student (i.e., race, ethnicity, primary language, contact info, grade level, school student attends) as well as data that will be collected from each school’s MIS system (free/reduced lunch enrollment, Title I, language/special education enrollment status, class grades, GPA, grade retentions, attendance rates, etc.). Note that these demographic breakdowns will be coded and provided to USDOE in the annual progress report, as required by SEC. 1705. The activity tracking cover sheet will produce information on what children are learning in their academy and course activities; when academies and courses are being offered; how many children attend each session; success stories and anecdotal based accomplishments from a staff perspective; documentation of any concerns and recommendations for improvement; description of partner resources used in each activity and the in-kind contribution dollar equivalent; and a description of how the activity aligns with the activities called for in the grant proposal. The minutes of meetings outline sheet will allow staff to easily document the date, time, participants, and discussion content/accomplishments of Vertical Team and other meetings – as well as staff trainings and sign-in documentation. Each month, SOAR administrators will develop a process evaluation report that includes copies of all process tracking tools, as well as summary charts of the process data collected. Additional information that is required by USDOE for its annual reporting will further be solicited and collected. The reports will immediately be delivered to the Advisory Committee, Dr. Young, the school boards, principals, and Vertical Teams so that progress is continually shared and assessed. During each monthly meeting of the Advisory Committee, the reports will be reviewed and used to compare actual progress with the “promised” contractual obligations (outcomes, objectives, activities) listed in this proposal to determine what has been accomplished and what needs to be accomplished. Identified gaps will be documented and action items will be given to site level staffing triage teams as a result of this process. Dr. Young will plug the process report data and directives into the required annual report format from USDOE (note that outcome data will also be included in the annual report). This report will be completed by the eval team, submitted to stakeholder groups for review/approval, and submitted to USDOE by its annual deadline. 

   Dr. Young has extensive experience in external evaluation studies with particular expertise in evaluations of educational applications of technology, as well as literacy, behavioral risk, math, and advanced placement initiatives. Dr. Young has a broad background in qualitative and quantitative research methodologies to determine the effectiveness of program processes and outcomes. His data-collection experience includes the use of focus groups, direct observation, surveys, interviews, and reviews of archival records, including student performance data. Primary statistical analysis software includes SPSS (and specialized modules for power analysis and causal modeling) as well as Excel and HLM5 for multilevel modeling. Please see resume attachments for a CV and description of Dr. Young’s background and research successes.
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