Roots International Academy

Community Context

Roots International Academy is a middle school serving students in grades 6-8.  We will open in the fall of 2006 on the Havenscourt campus at  390 66th Ave, Oakland 94621.  During our first year we will serve approximately 180 sixth and seventh grade students.  In fall of 2007 we will grow to become a sixth through eighth grade housing approximately 270 students.  We are committed to serving a student population that comes from the community and reflects the areas cultural diversity.

The Havenscourt attendance boundary spans from High street to 85th Ave. going from North to South; and from Holly street to the Oakland International airport from East to West.  Within this attendance boundary there are primarily apartments and single family homes. There were two low income housing developments, Coliseum Gardens and Lockwood Gardens.  Coliseum Gardens no longer exists and is being replaced by a new housing development.  This new development may have an impact on the racial and economic face of the community and potentially effect the student population.  However, it is our belief that the school will remain predominately Latino and African American. 

The 2004 census reports that most of the community is employed in the labor force.  The median household income is less than $50,000. Unfortunately, 15% of the population live below the poverty level.  Within the school, 75% of the students are on free and reduced lunch.  In 2005, Oakland has had over 5,000 violent crimes and over 2000 property crimes. With the crime rate and the growing real estate prices in Oakland, some families leave the area in search of other opportunities and more affordable housing prior to their students completing middle school.  This is indicated in the 18% mobility rate within the school.  
Despite some of the statistics that suggest this is a struggling community, there are numerous community assets. The 2004 census shows that nearly 80% of residents in the area have a high school diploma, and nearly 40% graduated from college. There are a number of entrepreneurs with locally owned businesses.  These include restaurants, barbershops, auto-repair shops, and other businesses that meet the needs of the local community.  There are churches of differing denominations throughout the neighborhood.  These churches contribute financially to the communities and provide support services.  Other agencies that are active in the community are Oakland Community Organization and Acorn which organize parents in the community to take action around social issues.  All of these people serve as positive influences within the community.  Their presence is a good contrast for students that are exposed to some of the negativity within the community.

 There are currently 621 students at the Havenscourt site. The current site is 57% Latino, 35.7% African American, 4.4 % Asian, 2% Pacific Islander, 0.3% Filipino, and 0.4% White.  Based on the 2004 census the diverse ethnic population of the school is similar to that of the community, although the Latino population is over represented at the school site.  The data shows that 39% of the community report speaking a language other than English at home, and at school 37% of the students are enrolled in ELL classes.  


The CST data indicates that the current student population are struggling academically.  

Only 9.5% of the students scored proficient or above in English Language Arts; 6.5 % received a score of proficient or above in mathematics.  The level of students reaching proficiency may be directly correlated the nearly 74% suspension rate at the school.


 At Roots International Academy we believe that our students are not defined, nor confined by statistics.  Through critical examination of the data, we have determined several academic, social, emotional and community needs that our school plan will address.  Academically, our students are several years behind.  
· Students that are several years behind need more time to master new material while reviewing previous material.  
· Students need more one on one attention to ensure that they are meeting their academic goals.  

· Students of diverse ethnic backgrounds and languages that have not been successful in traditional classroom settings need to be engaged in settings that use strategies and curriculum that appeal to multiple learning styles.  
· Many students that could excel academically are not doing so because they feel disconnected from the material.  They do not see the relevance to their lives, cultures, and communities. 
Our students that come from families that are below the poverty level, or who struggle financially,  often do not have access to the physical and metal health services to address their needs.  Many of the students have been exposed to crime and violence within the community.  These issues often impede student concentration and behavior within the classroom.  
· Our students are in need of mental and physical health support and resources. 
Our school will actively work to ensure that we provide an environment where students feel safe and become equip with tools and behaviors that help them in their communities.  Students will receive explicit instruction that promotes healthy habits of work, mind, and social interactions.


Our students come from diverse cultures with rich histories and traditions.  Unfortunately, many diverse cities have racial tension among its members.  In Oakland there has been tension among the African American and Latino communities for many years.  More recently, Oakland has seen growing racial tensions between some members of the African American and Arab communities.  The racial division permeates from churches to gangs.  In order to end racial tension in the community and at school:

· Our students need to learn respect and understanding for other cultures.  
In order to break the stereotypes that divide various groups, students must engage in meaningful work around culture and diversity.  Our students will be our future community leaders.  We must prepare them to make a positive change.

	Vision Statement

The school community of Roots International Academy is empowered as learners.

We are committed to make choices that develop our passion for teaching and learning.  This passion allows us to excel in all areas. 

Empowerment allows us to succeed academically, socially, and emotionally. 

Our empowerment is enriched by


an education that encourages us to take responsibility for our learning.

Our empowerment is enriched by

an education that emphasizes our strengths and allows us to explore and discover our interests.   

Our empowerment is enriched by

an education that expects us to think critically about our lives and our society.  

Our empowerment is enriched by

an education that embraces our cultures, our languages, our families, and our communities.

Our empowerment is enriched by

an education that teaches respect for ourselves and others.  We have self confidence and self efficacy.

We make informed decisions that have a positive impact on our lives, our families, and our world.

Ultimately, we are committed to use our knowledge to empower others!


Our Vision reflects the students that will graduate from Roots International Academy. We believe that students are most successful when all of their needs, academic, social, and emotional are being addressed.  We believe that our role is to empower students to take responsibility for their own learning and lives.  This empowerment will prepare our students for success in high school, college, and any other dream they may pursue.  The theory of action reflects how we will address our student’s needs in order to reach our vision of empowerment.  The theories are research based approaches that we believe will help our students excel academically, while also meeting their other social and emotional needs.
Theory of Action
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Our students need to see their lives and experiences reflected in the curriculum in order to gain academic motivation.  The lack of culturally relevant material effects academic achievement due to disinterest and lack f engagement.  Language and culture also serve as barriers to full participation in schools.  Often students’ educational experiences contradict their home and community experiences.  Education leads students to question the value of their home language and culture.  Through culturally responsive pedagogy students engage in curriculum that “validat[es] the culture of students by including in-school learning experiences, topics, scenes, and knowledge that derive from the culture of the students themselves.  It looks not only to individual students, but also to the community from which the students come as a source of curriculum experiences” (Saphier and Gower, 1997). Tapping students prior knowledge and experiences increase student learning and comprehension.  
At Roots International Academy our motto is “I know where I come from, I know where I’m going”.  The focus of our school is to empower students through academic and cultural competence.  Our students will leave us with the knowledge and skills to succeed in any environment. Our population is primarily Latino, African American, and Asian.  Many students come from home backgrounds that speak languages other than English.  Therefore, we see a concentrated focus in culturally responsive pedagogy and teaching as fundamental to our success.  This will allow us to provide both Academic English instruction, as well as, English Language Development under a common vision of meeting all students’ individual and cultural needs.  In order to do this our school administration, teachers, staff, and parents are committed to creating an environment where individual student culture is valued.  We will actively seek teachers that have experience working with students in urban settings with a preference for those that have been trained or studied culturally relevant pedagogy.  Our staff will continuously receive extensive trainings on respecting, valuing, and appreciating diversity.  Teachers will engage in study and discussion around topics such as, how to develop home school relationships and conduct effective home visits with African American, Spanish speaking, and Asian families.  We will examine model schools provided by Center for Culturally Responsive Teaching and National Center for restructuring schools and teaching to observe effective implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy and best teaching practices.  Additionally, we will contract with organizations such as WestEd to provide resources locally to support teacher development in Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.    
Culturally relevant pedagogy will be integrated across curriculum areas.  We acknowledge that this is a difficult task, but we are devoted to creating scheduling and professional development plans that support teacher training and collaboration to ensure that students are engaged in culturally meaningful curriculum that build on students’ prior knowledge and home culture while increasing student achievement.  Examples of such may include an English student discussing the grammatical structures of different languages and using them to contrast and understand how academic English and home language differ.  In history student may interview community residents in order to gain knowledge on various historical topics.  In science students may discuss health, drug, and violence issues that affect their communities from a scientific and social perspective. 
In addition to meeting students academic needs, culturally responsive pedagogy meets the students and communities social and emotional needs. Growing racial tensions within the community can impact students learning.  Students may fear the safety of their families and themselves.  This stress may impede student concentration.  This approach provides a school-wide, research proven theory of both improving student achievement and bridging cultural barriers in the community.  For too long schools have attempted to reach a culture of excellence while ignoring the culture students bring.  Culturally relevant classrooms use the students’ lives as the catalyst for learning and empowerment.  
Active Learning

Students of diverse ethnic backgrounds and languages that have not been successful in traditional classrooms need to be engaged in settings that use strategies and curriculum that appeal to a diverse group of learners.  Roots International Academy believes that all students should be actively engaged in learning, as opposed to sitting passively while the teacher distills information.  Active engagement allows students in early adolescents to develop a sense of valuing their learning experiences at an age when they often question the validity of what goes on in the classroom.   Current school data shows that students are severely underperforming in both math and language arts.  This is evidence that our students are not comprehending and retaining a significant amount of content information.  Active learning strategies increase student achievement by engaging them in educational experiences that require “depth over breadth”.  With active learning, students engage in hands on investigations to master content while developing their metacognitive skills. Active learning uses strategies that help students develop inquiry skills, problem solving skills, and self reflection.  With the active learning approach students “seek to understand complex subject matter and are better prepared to transfer what they have learned to new problems and settings” (Bransford et al, 2002).  Knowing how to think through or rationalize a problem is an important skill.  This is a skill that is applicable across content areas, in standardized testing, and in life.  
At Roots International Academy we will focus on Active learning through consistent school wide instructional practices such as academic discussions, cooperative learning groups, think pair share, and reciprocal teaching strategies. Teachers and staff will be provided with professional development that teaches specific strategies that allow the student, their teachers, and their peers observe and understand the students’ thought process.  This will also require a substantial emphasis on reflection to support students’ retention and deepen their understanding of both the content and of themselves as learners.  Teachers and staff will also be trained to articulate and model their own thinking process so students can see how good decisions are made in a variety of context.  Active learning improves students’ ability to make meaning and seek information that will benefit them academically, socially and emotionally.  We see Active learning as an approach that will help all students achieve our vision of being empowered to take responsibility for their learning.

Multiple forms of Performance Based Assessment

As we shift to a curriculum that honors student’s diverse needs and learning styles, it is imperative that we provide multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate the knowledge and skills that they have attained.  A performance based or authentic assessment measures “the ability to perform complex tasks that require higher order thinking skills and an integration of knowledge” (Saphire and Gowen, 1997).  In a science class a performance assessment may involve a student performing an experiment and coming to a conclusion.   This assessment differs from the traditional multiple choice assessments because it is not strictly fact oriented.  Teachers are also able to assess the students thought process and understanding of the concepts.  This gives teachers vital information about student rationale and comprehension that allows them to implement targeted intervention, re-teaching, and pre-teaching. .   
As part of the schools professional development teachers will receive training and collaborate to design performance assessments that are aligned with the California content standards, as well as, aligned with the instructional practices of active learning and culturally relevant strategies that students’ experience.  In addition to classroom assessments, there will be school wide exhibitions.  Students will meet before a panel of teachers, parents, administrative staff and peers.  In this exhibition they will choose work samples that represent their mastery of specific standards.  The student will make a presentation before the panel explaining how their work sample demonstrates their mastery of the content.  The panel will engage the student in questions around their work.  The panel will submit review forms.  Together the student, teacher, and parent will review the forms.  At this meeting it will be determined if the student has mastered the standards or needs further practice and intervention to meet the standard. Exhibitions also allow teachers to observe the work of students in other classes.  This form of assessment provides vital information for instruction and collaboration. 
Positive role models and community images
Access to positive images of parents and community members will have a positive impact on student achievement. Our students need positive support systems and one on one attention.  The presence of more adults will provide students with more academic support within school and links to community resources that may provide academic assistance, health support, or other needed social services. Building positive relationships with parents and community members will also provide students with tangible models of adults that represent and reinforce their cultures, language and communities.  
At Roots International Academy the value of culture extends beyond our classroom practices.  We believe that adults at school, home, and in the community must work together to provide positive models and consistent structures for our students.  In order to do this a parent/community coordinator will work actively to bring parents and community members into the school.  We will create structures that allow parents to participate in meaningful and authentic ways such as provide expertise on a variety of topics, providing foreign language support and translation for students and teachers, and engage in site based committees that will take an active role in continuing our design work around issues such as safety, positive consequences, family and social gatherings, enrichment programs, and fundraising.   Though some of these activities may be laterally tied to student achievement, the active presence of parents and family provides rich opportunities for students to see their home and school as a working partnership.  This connection will reinforce who students are and demonstrate the ways in which the school values that. 

By carrying on many of the practices we have developed in our design team we hope to establish an “advisory board” that goes beyond traditional practices to allow parents to be involved in school governance and help maintain a safe and positive school climate on the campus.  Research shows that although it is not the only mitigating factor, there is a clear correlation between parental involvement and student achievement.  Students seeing their families and communities reflected in their learning is empowering because it builds their self-confidence and self- efficacy which we believe will mean improved student performance for all.
Relationships/ Personalization

One of the greatest benefits of small schools is increased personalization.  Building relationships with students and their families increases student achievement, motivation, responsibility, and accountability.  Many of our students need one on one attention in order to meet their academic, social, and emotional needs.  At Roots International Academy we believe that each student should have at least one adult that knows them well.  Each student will be partnered with an advisor.  The school schedule will have specific times when students will meet with their advisors on a regular basis.  During this time students will have the opportunity to learn from their experiences, their successes, and their challenges. The greatest value in advisories is the significant and intentional role the advisor commits to taking in the lives of their students. Each advisor commits to taking an active role in home-school communication.  Each advisor commits to monitoring their students’ progress, both academic and social.  Every advisor commits to setting goals with their students and taking personal responsibility in helping them to be achieved.  We know this can be an extra burden on the staff, but we also see this as vital to ensure our students do not slip through the cracks.  If we commit to supporting students to know themselves, we must get to know them as well.  That begins with advisory.   

Advisors will understand their students’ family backgrounds, their strengths and challenges, and their personal interest.  This will increase the school’s ability to provide effective strategies that will help each child succeed.  Students will also have access to services and resources that provide academic, emotional, and psychological support.  Our partnership with Safe Passages in the school design phase will allow us to develop programming that is unique to the children we serve and the vision we carry.   Our school is committed to empowering students by developing a network on people who know them well and support their efforts.

Explicitly teaching skills, habits of work, and behaviors conducive to learning

Students that struggle academically need to be taught the successful strategies, behaviors, and habits for learning that can accelerate their growth and bring them closer to meeting their potential.  Our goal is to develop students’ content knowledge and metacognitive skills.  We believe that students’abilities to better understand how they learn is the first line of defense in bringing them in as partners in improving their learning.  
In order to ensure that our students achieve to their full potential we must employ a direct and targeted approach.  Therefore, teachers will collaborate around specific strategies that help students in areas such as study skills and decisions-making.  Our goal is to explicitly teach habits of work and mind.  Our focus on habits of work include: collaboration, cooperation, listening, responsibility, and critical thinking.  Our focus on habits of mind include: making connections, listening with understanding and empathy, thinking about thinking, taking responsible risks, and applying past knowledge to new situations. In order to teach these habits we will employ uniform teaching strategies across the content areas such as Cornell notes to help students decipher important information, Mind Maps to help students organize their thoughts, and think- pair- share to help students articulate their ideas.  In addition to being taught academic habits students will be taught skills related to behavior.  This will include citizenship lessons led by advisors; and the explicit teaching and reinforcement of the school wide procedures and expectations.  A safe orderly environment will increase teacher’s ability to teach and students to learn.  We will empower our students by providing them with the habits and behaviors to be successful academically, socially, and emotionally.

Teaching and Learning
Culturally Responsive Teaching

 
Culture is central to learning. It plays a role not only in communicating and receiving information, but also in shaping the thinking process of groups and individuals. A pedagogy that acknowledges, responds to, and celebrates fundamental cultures offers full, equitable access to education for students from all cultures.  Culturally Responsive Teaching is a pedagogy that recognizes the importance of including students' cultural references in all aspects of learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994).  At Roots International Academy this premise drives our choices around every aspect of our teaching and learning so that we can focus and be deliberate about how we educate our children.  Therefore, we have researched and intend to prioritize our approach to teaching and learning that is consistent with practices that have proven to support Culturally Responsive Teaching.
Reshaping the Curriculum

"[Schools must] take a serious look at their curriculum, pedagogy, retention and tracking policies, testing, hiring practices, and all the other policies and practices that create a school climate that is either empowering or disempowering for those who work and learn there." -- Sonia Nieto

We believe that the curriculum should be integrated, interdisciplinary, meaningful, and student-centered. It should include issues and topics related to the students' background and culture. It should challenge the students to develop higher-order knowledge and skills.  Students' strengths in one subject area will support new learning in another. Likewise, by using the students' personal experiences to develop new skills and knowledge, teachers make meaningful connections between school and real-life situations (Padron, Waxman, & Rivera, 2002).
Roots International Academy is committed to adopting a standards based core curriculum that will allow us to focus on both the standards that will further our students ability to be competitive in college and the workforce, but also ensure that we align our expectations across the campus.  We are committed to making deliberate curriculum choices that reinforce our beliefs about what culturally responsive curriculum should look like.  Therefore we aspire to approach our curricular choices in the following ways; we intend to use resources other than textbooks for study.  This will include having students research aspects of a standards based topic within their community.  We will encourage students to interview members of their community who have knowledge of the topic they are studying.  We will provide information to the students on alternative viewpoints or beliefs of a given topic.  We intend to develop learning activities that are more reflective of students' backgrounds.  This will include previously discussed cooperative learning strategies.  We will allow students the choice of working alone or in groups on certain projects to promote choice and develop integrated units around universal themes.
Communication of High Expectations

All students should receive the consistent message that they are expected to attain high standards in their school work. This message must be delivered by everyone involved in our students' academic lives.  Effective and consistent communication of high expectation helps students develop a healthy self-concept (Rist, 1970). All students will know they are respected as learners with valuable knowledge and experiences.  Teachers should understand the norms of the communities in which their students have lived.  This knowledge should be used to positively influence the attainment of the schools high expectations. It also provides the structure for intrinsic motivation and fosters an environment in which the student can be successful. 

Roots International Academy intends to ensure that High Expectations are communicated through clear expectations.  These expectations will be consistent across the school and will involve both academics and behavior.  Additionally, in conjunction with our belief in adopting a strong standards based curriculum, we will be specific in what we expect students to know and be able to do.  We intend to create an environment in which there is genuine respect for students and a belief in their capability. This can happen when we encourage students to meet expectations for a particular task and offer praise when standards are met.  This will assist to ensure that students see their achievement as a measure of their success and begin to value achievement as a measure of who they are.
Learning Within the Context of Culture
"The increasing diversity in our schools, the ongoing demographic changes across the nation and the movement towards globalization dictate that we develop a more in-depth understanding of culture if we want to bring about true understanding among diverse populations." -- Maria Wilson-Portuondo
"Ongoing multicultural activities within the classroom setting engender a natural awareness of cultural history, values and contributions.” -- Kathleen Serverian-Wilmeth
Instruction is culturally mediated when it incorporates and integrates diverse ways of knowing, understanding, and representing information. Instruction and learning take place in an environment that encourages multicultural viewpoints and allows for inclusion of knowledge that is relevant to the students. 

Roots Academy has investigated a number of ways to get at this approach to learning in the context of culture.  We are inspired by the depth of research and understanding towards this approach.  Included here are some of the findings that we feel are consistent with our beliefs.  Teachers should vary teaching strategies by assigning independent work after students are familiar with concept; by using role-playing strategies; by providing various options for completing an assignment.  The school should bridge cultural differences through effective communication.  In the classroom this may include; teaching and talking to students about differences between individuals; showing how differences among the students make for better learning; attending community events of the students and discuss the events with them.
We believe our school should support teachers to research students' experiences with learning and teaching styles.  This may include; asking educators who come from the same cultural background as the students about effective ways to teach them; visiting the communities of the students to find out how they interact and learn in that environment; asking students about their learning style preferences; and interviewing parents about how and what students learn from them.  We believe teachers will need to devise and implement different ways for students to be successful in achieving developmental milestones by; ensuring success through setting realistic, yet rigorous, goals for individual students; allowing students to set their own goals for a project; allowing the use of the student's first language to enhance learning.
Ultimately, we believe our school needs to create an environment that encourages and embraces culture.  This will include employing patterns of management familiar to students; allowing students ample opportunities to share their cultural knowledge; questioning and challenging students on their beliefs and actions; and teaching students to question and challenge their own beliefs and actions. (See Appendix)
Student-Centered Instruction

Student-centered instruction differs from the traditional teacher-centered instruction. Learning is cooperative, collaborative, and community-oriented. Students are encouraged to direct their own learning and to work with other students on research projects and assignments that are both culturally and socially relevant to them. Students become self-confident, self-directed, and proactive. Learning is a social process (Goldstein, 1999). Children develop academically by interacting with both adults and more knowledgeable peers. Linda Darling Hammond describes these interactions as an approach that allows students to form ideas about what may be true, experiment with these new ideas, and receive feedback (1997).

Roots International Academy will deliver student centered instruction through student engagement, shared responsibility for instruction, inquiry based activities, and creating a community of learners. We will promote student engagement; by having students generate lists of topics they wish to study and/or research in the context of the standards we are addressing; by allowing students to select their own age appropriate reading material.  We will share the responsibility of instruction by initiating cooperative learning groups; and by having students lead discussion groups or re-teach concepts to one another.  We will create inquiry based/discovery oriented activities and create classroom projects that involve the community.  And finally, we will encourage the building of a community of learners by forming book clubs or literature circles for reading discussions; by conducting Student-Directed sharing time; and by using cooperative learning strategies such as Jigsaw.

Teacher as Facilitator

As a small school, Roots International Academy recognizes that the greatest gift we will have is the opportunity to change forever the way adults and children interact.  We see teachers as guides, mediators, consultants, instructors, and advocates for the students, helping to effectively connect their culturally- and community-based knowledge to the classroom learning experiences.

In a school grounded in Culturally Responsive Teaching, we see teachers need to learn about students' cultures. We need to vary teaching approaches to accommodate diverse learning styles and language proficiency.  We need to utilize various resources in the students' communities.  In order to do this, structures within the school must facilitate authentic relationships with students and with their families so that the daunting task of incorporating students’ home life into their school life is more than a notion.  Therefore, Roots International Academy will employ structures, such as frequent parent conference, home visits, advisory setting, teaming and collaboration through shared preps to further encourage our ability to prioritize that our students come to us not only as students, but as legacies worthy of our full attention. 
Student Support
Relationships

We recognize that middle school students are at an important developmental stage in their lives.  As they enter early adolescents they are struggling with the transition from child to adult.  Therefore, there must be support systems available to help our students navigate this time period and make appropriate decisions.  Our primary form of support for our students is through the development of supportive relationships that will offer much needed guidance for students.  Each student will be assigned an advisor/mentor.  It is our belief that every student’s should have at least one adult on site that knows them well.  This person will serve as a support for students academic, emotional, and social needs.  Every adult will have a “family” of students who they are assigned to monitor and guide.  Each week there will be specific advisory times where the “family” can meet and discuss student ideas, concerns, successes, or challenges.  In addition to the family meetings, the advisor will meet with students individually as needed.


In addition to building relationships with the students we plan to build meaningful relationships with the parents and the community that focus on student achievement and individual student needs.  Our philosophy is that we must all work together to support our children.  We hope to build a network of adults that take collective responsibility for all of our students.  By actively involving parents and community members in our school we will see an improvement in student achievement and behavior.  Parents on campus serve as positive role models.  The community can support students encouraging them to get to school on time when they see them in the neighborhood, or reporting any incidents that may be a threat to student safety.  These types of networks focused on student achievement will have a positive effect on our students’ academic achievement.

Multiple Learning Styles

Support for students will also occur in our approach to teaching and learning.  We recognize that students have specific learning styles and needs that require differentiated instruction.  Following Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, we believe that understanding and consideration of students’ unique learning needs is a necessary element in supporting students; especially those who are not traditionally successful in school.  What this means is that we recognize that there is another layer of who the child is that we believe can inform how we serve them.  
We therefore design active learning experiences that account for multiple learning styles.  In addition students will engage in culturally relevant material.  Classroom instruction will differentiate, not only on the basis of student skill level and performance levels, but also in respect to the various learning modalities represented in the classroom.  Howard Gardner tells us that by focusing on students multiple intelligences, we can allow students to safely explore and learn in many ways, and we can help students direct their own learning. We can help students understand and appreciate their strengths, and identify real-world activities that will stimulate more learning (Gardner, 1983).
Targeted Intervention

We recognize that for some of our students the strategies that are used in class may not provide the academic gains that we desire.  Therefore, we believe that students must be provided with more time to engage in academic work that helps them reach mastery.  There will be targeted intervention for students that may need extra assistance.  Assessment data will be used to identify specific content standards or skill areas where students need assistance. Intervention will consist of before school, after school, Saturday, and summer support.  These programs will work in conjunction with teachers to address the content standards that are being taught in each grade level.  
 Intervention will also include the presence of more adults.  Mentors, advisors, tutors, and parents will be present on campus to provide students with academic support.  These adults will be available to monitor students’ academic progress, and offer academic advice.


In addition to intervention we believe that all students need opportunities for enrichment.  Through an extended day/ after school program Roots International will contract with community organizations to offer programs such as dance, art, athletics, technology, photography, and robotics. 

Health Support


Our students live in a community where they are subjected to experiences that affect their physical and emotional health.  Issues such as violence, transitional housing, and poor diet impede our students’ ability to attend and focus at school.  We are committed to hiring staff to provide physical and mental health support.  We will have a nurse and contract with agencies that provide mental health support.  The research indicates that these issues, when unaddressed negatively impact student achievement.  In order to do this we must ensure the well-being of our students physically, mentally, and emotionally.
School Culture
At Roots International we recognize that in order to maintain a classroom environment which empowers students through high academic achievement and cultural competency, we must change the hearts and minds of the entire school community.  Many of our students, parents, and community members have been subject to a school culture where failure was an accepted norm.  “School culture does affect the behavior and achievement of elementary and secondary school students.” (Patterson, et.al, 1986)  The low expectations that have been created by the school culture have impacted student achievement.  At Roots International we will establish a culture of excellence.  We aim to create this culture by targeting the attitudes, beliefs, and relationships between the people in the school. We will anticipate students and parents resistance to this new culture of excellence.  Any thing that is unfamiliar is met with resistance. Therefore, we will be strategic in shifting our beliefs and norms. Our school culture will be built on the tenets of respect, responsibility, motivation, and safety. We believe that these tenets address our students needs as well as complement our culturally relevant and active learning curriculum.  Using these tenets, our team will strategically adopt specific behaviors, norms, and traditions that will lead to our culture of excellence.  For example, we will be very deliberate about the way that we speak to each other to ensure that our words are born out of respect, encouragement, and help.  We will adopt specific language that is uplifting and empowering for students, families, and staff.  We will exclude language that is demoralizing.  We believe that creating a school culture that has very clear expectations, norms and values, will lead to a culture of high academic achievement, excellence, and emowerment.

Parent Involvement  (Positive Perspectives on Parents and Families)
"Whether it’s an informal chat as the parent brings the child to school, or in phone conversation or home visits, or through newsletters sent home, teachers can begin a dialogue with family members that can result in learning about each of the families through genuine communication." -- Sonia Nieto 

Parents are the child's first teacher and are critically important partners to students and teachers. To help parents become aware of how they can be effective partners in the education process, teachers should engage in dialogue with parents as early as possible about parents' hopes and aspirations for their child, their sense of what the child needs, and suggestions about ways teachers can help. Teachers explain their own limitations and invite parents to participate in their child's education in specific ways. 

Constant communication with parents is an important aspect of a child's educational progress. Involving parents and families in their child's educational process results in better scholastic achievement. When families share their "funds of knowledge" with the school community, teachers get a better idea of their students' background knowledge and abilities, and how they learn best (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). 
Governance

Our school is built on the principle of empowerment.  We model this not only in our classrooms but also in our school governance structure.  Our school governance will seek to empower all of the stakeholders in our school community.  Our leadership team will consist of a representative from each stakeholders group within the school.  This leadership team will be responsible for school-wide decisions-making.  Within each grade level their will be grade level community councils.  This group will represent the students, parents, and teachers within a specific grade.  They will convene to discuss issues and bring proposals back to the leadership team.

Staffing
Given the complexity of our educational approach it is imperative that we hire teachers and staff that are committed to student success.  We acknowledge that the training and implementation of culturally relevant pedagogy, active learning techniques, and multiple forms of performance based assessment is time consuming.  We aim to hire a diverse staff that exhibit the qualities that we wish to develop in our children.  We are looking for teachers who posses qualities such as respect, compassion, hard work, devotion, and motivation.  We are seeking teachers with experience working with students in urban settings, with a preference for individuals that have been trained in culturally relevant pedagogy.  We will have a rigorous hiring process in order to obtain the most highly qualified teachers.  We also will provide ongoing support, training, and appreciation for our teachers to ensure teacher retention.         

What makes us special

Our students come to us with a wealth of academic and cultural knowledge.  Often the educational system forces students to suppress this knowledge in order to conform to the schools and teachers preferences around teaching and learning.  At Roots International we are student centered.  Our approach is grounded in the knowledge that our students, their families, and their communities bring.  We see student’s prior knowledge and experiences as strengths.  We use these strengths to help students excel academically, emotionally, and socially.  By providing each student with an advisor we ensure that we can meet the needs and learning styles of each student.  We ensure that our students feel valued as learners and as people.  We concentrate on building student academic performance in a way that is personally meaningful to each of them. Our focus on culturally relevant pedagogy and active learning distinguishes us from other middle schools in the area.  Our concentration prepares students to navigate and succeed in diverse settings such as college and the work force.

Appendix

Multiple forms of Performance Based Assessment

Although our primary focus is authentic assessment, the school respects the validity of norm referenced and criterion referenced standardized tests to provide an additional measure of student achievement.  Additionally we recognize the need for students to develop an aptitude for taking these tests well if they are to be successful in SAT performance and other college prep level exams.  We believe that data in all forms must be collected and analyzed regularly to monitor student achievement and provide appropriate academic support, enrichment and intervention.  Multiple forms of assessments empower students and teachers because they are provided with many angles to see personal and academic progress, as well as identify exactly where more support and improvement is needed.

Learning Within the Context of Culture

Children from homes in which the language and culture do not closely correspond to that of the school may be at a disadvantage in the learning process. These children often become alienated and feel disengaged from learning. People from different cultures learn in different ways. For example, students from some cultural groups prefer to learn in cooperation with others, while the learning style of others is to work independently. To maximize learning opportunities, teachers should gain knowledge of the cultures represented in their classrooms and adapt lessons so that they reflect ways of communicating and learning that are familiar to the students. 
Students need to understand that there is more than one way to interpret a statement, event, or action. By being allowed to learn in different ways or to share viewpoints and perspectives in a given situation based on their own cultural and social experiences, students become active participants in their learning (Nieto, 1996).  Hollins believes that learning in the context of culture provides the best learning conditions for all students. It may help decrease the number of incidences of unacceptable behavior from students who are frustrated with instruction not meeting their needs. Also, students from cultural groups who are experiencing academic success will be less inclined to form stereotypes about students from other cultures (1993).

Parent Involvement

Parent involvement need not be just how parents can participate in school functions. Oftentimes, religious and cultural differences preclude active participation in school activities. However, parental involvement also includes how parents communicate high expectations, pride, and interest in their child's academic life (Nieto, 1996).

Based on research that reinforces our beliefs about parent involvement, we intend to employ the following general practices, with specific policies and procedures to be developed in the spring.

1. Seek to understand parents' hopes, concerns and suggestions 
2. Keep parents apprised of services offered by the school 
3. Gain cross-cultural skills necessary for successful exchange and collaboration 
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