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Like the eagle, we achieve to the heights of our ability.

Like the mountain, we uphold each other and our community.

Like the river, we create new possibility.

Like the acorn, we unfold as the leaders we’re meant to be.

Community Context

Fruitvale Middle School will serve 6-8 grades in the heart of Oakland’s Fruitvale District on the campus of Calvin Simmons Middle School.  In 2006-07, we will open with 6th and 7th grade students and share the campus with a second new small school as well as the Simmons 8th grade in a transitional year.  Thereafter, the two new small schools will each serve grades 6-8.

Fruitvale is a dynamic working class community in the center of Oakland’s “flatlands”.  The commercial avenues (Fruitvale, Foothill, International, High Street) bustle with activity showing little evidence of urban blight.  The ethnic majority is Hispanic, with sizeable African-American, Asian and Pacific Islander populations.  It is a largely immigrant neighborhood where non-citizens outnumber citizens, Spanish is more often heard than English, and schools must address the needs of many English Language Learners.  The Calvin Simmons population is a rough barometer of what our enrollment may look like:  60% Latino, 22% African American, and 16% Asian/Pacific Islander.  Each year, there are several families of newly arrived immigrants, most of whom are Latino and many have children in the sixth grade.  

According to the 2000 census, education levels in the community are low and only 25% of residents have completed high school.  Poverty and unemployment are high, but there are few families on public assistance or receiving retirement.  Day laborers seeking work are a common sight.   Core values such as family, tradition, hard work, and community resonate in Fruitvale.  We must serve the needs of many poor and stressed families, but we must also draw on the wealth of people, cultures and values in this extraordinary community.

Fruitvale has a very high birth rate and over 25% of the population is of school age (5-17).  Jefferson, Hawthorne, Allendale and Manzanita are our main feeder elementary schools.  The table below shows the % of students  who perform at proficient or above on the California Standards Test in English/Language Arts and in Mathematics at these schools as well as the current Calvin Simmons.  The four feeder schools score almost twice as high as Calvin Simmons in English/Language Arts, and more than five times higher in mathematics.  

	SCHOOLS IN FRUITVALE
	% Proficient in English/LA
	%Proficient 

in Math
	
	2004 Rate of Suspensions 

	Allendale Elementary
	19%
	31%
	
	1% 

	Hawthorne Elementary
	10%
	25%
	
	 7%

	Jefferson Elementary
	10%
	15%
	
	 1%

	Manzanita Elementary
	13%
	21%
	
	 3%

	
	
	
	
	

	Calvin Simmons Middle School
	7%
	4%
	
	35% 


Why do these children do so much worse when they get to middle school?  

One factor for low performance is shown by the rate of suspensions.  At Calvin Simmons, almost twelve times more students are suspended than at their elementary schools.  These are the same children who behaved well in fifth grade where they had one teacher whom their families knew well.  There is little transition support, or guidance to middle school, and families report it is harder to make connections there.  So, students feel less supported and less accountable.  This is where the fights and defiance come in, as students try to establish themselves without clear guidelines, caring relationships, or instruction in appropriate social skills.

Next year, our sixth graders will be coming from more sheltered feeder schools while the seventh graders will have had a tumultuous year of middle school.  Both groups will require different programs of transition in order to establish a safe, orderly and purposeful school climate.  Yet, both will need the  clear high level expectations we hold, and the support we intend to provide for students to meet those expectations. 

Middle level teachers describe the root causes of the breakdown in discipline as high teacher turnover, lack of parental involvement, arbitrary instructional changes, and inconsistent expectations.  In light of these concerns, the Calvin Simmons faculty decided five years ago that small, personalized schools would better serve the needs of students who might otherwise fall through the cracks.  Their idea was to make sure each child is really known at school and gets the support he/she needs to be successful.  They called for retaining teachers, standing firm with consistent expectations, working closely with parents, celebrating children, and persisting with a plan.  Now, years later, we have an opportunity to do just that… to create a safe haven for future leaders to concentrate on learning how to do great things.

Vision
At United for Success Academy, 

We achieve to the heights of our ability.

We uphold each other and our community.

We create new possibility.

We unfold as the leaders we’re meant to be

ACHIEVE

Everyone at United for Success has a single-minded focus on achievement, particularly in literacy and mathematics.  Students and their parents know exactly what is required to achieve excellence and to be ready for college.  Teachers assess performance often using data together to improve and celebrate student success.

UPHOLD

We recognize the tremendous need to provide a supportive bridge from the security of elementary school to the uncertainty of middle school.  We develop close relationships with feeder-school teachers and families.  Our Parent Center helps families develop skills to support the changing needs of their children.  Advisors and teachers take a personal interest every day in their students’ lives.  Here at United for Success, we all help one another.

CREATE

One important way we demonstrate our mastery is by applying what we have learned to solve new and challenging problems.  We are skilled workers with excellent organizational and technological abilities who seek out projects that enhance our community and prepare us for success in the workplace. United for Success students make a difference!

UNFOLD

While we constantly uphold one another and work closely together, we also recognize that each student must learn to set personal goals and make healthful choices.  To this end, all students become adept at posing and pursuing their own probing questions.  Making good choices requires guidance, practice and accountability. United for Success students graduate able to advocate persuasively for themselves, confident in their goals, and proud of their uniqueness.

Theory of Action

•  Focus on Achievement  (ACHIEVE) 

Successful efforts to raise achievement repeatedly feature the expression “explicit”:  explicit content, explicit levels of mastery, explicit feedback to parents on student progress, explicit protocols, explicit training in social and learning skills.  The idea behind this reform movement is that the vast majority of students will rise to meet demanding expectations, provided that expectations are clear and that students receive the necessary support to reach those goals.   
One key to success is knowing what content students have already mastered and what needs additional instruction.  By analyzing data from a variety of assessment methods, teachers are able to plan and differentiate instruction to target specific student needs without wasting time covering what is already known.  Teaching for mastery using research-proven instructional strategies (e.g. rubrics, sheltered techniques, collaborative grouping, graphic organizers, talking to the text, etc.), results in far greater learning than merely “covering” a topic.  

•  Outreach to Feeder Schools  (UPHOLD)

There is a national pattern of academic loss during transitions from elementary school to middle school and later from 8th grade to high school.  Consequently, many middle schools are being phased out in favor of K-8, 6-12, or even K-12 schools, precisely because those configurations eliminate transitions.  Our school will need to address the transitional needs of students entering 6th grade and leaving 8th grade in order to mitigate academic loss and disengagement.

Our program will reach out to the local feeder schools, inviting 5th graders to visit our site on numerous occasions for celebrations, exhibitions, tours, and shows.  Likewise, we will send our teachers and students out to feeder schools to build bridges and develop relationships.  Asking students in the spring of 5th grade to produce portfolios that will follow them to middle school alerts teachers of actual skills that suddenly self-conscious students may not voluntarily reveal.  Finally, a carefully orchestrated orientation program is essential for a smooth transition.  We will devote similar transitioning effort for our graduates entering high school, building relationships beforehand that will sustain them in 9th grade.  

•  Engage & Support Parents  (UPHOLD)   

Parents who have confidently supported their child through elementary school often lose touch with middle schools precisely when their child is distancing from them.  “What did you learn today?” elicits the daily response, “Nothing.”  Students do not appreciate the importance of keeping their parents engaged in their education, so middle schools must play a vital role in supporting parents.  Many of our families are asking for workshop instruction that deals with adolescent children’s needs, understanding assessment data, helping children with homework, communicating effectively with numerous teachers rather than just one, preparing for college, and using technology.  

When children see parents involved on campus, it sends a loud message that learning and conduct are valued highly.  Because the active participation of parents in schools requires a concerted effort on the part of the school to bridge the home-school relationship, all parents will be asked to commit to a number of hours of involvement each year.  This can include attending conferences, chaperoning school events, supervising on campus, assisting in classrooms or the office, participating in workshops, etc.  All of these functions need to be organized and monitored by parent leaders with staff support.   

•  Apply Learning through Projects  (CREATE)
Many students memorize facts for tests which they promptly forget while others do not make the effort to learn because they see no relevance in it.  We have found that project-based learning (PBL) connects learning to real world applications and builds essential career and college skills that students recognize as valuable.  PBL is also an excellent way to assess how well students understand content, and makes them responsible for their own learning.  PBL makes it possible to radically differentiate instruction in one heterogeneous setting for the wide range of students we serve (ELL, EO, GATE, etc).

Projects allow students to pursue their own probing questions and to construct investigations to uncover or construct solutions to problems.  Real world problems blur subject lines and invite interdisciplinary exploration and the development of relationships with mentors and community groups.  Using technology and presentation skills, students share their learning during public exhibitions that offer much more profound feedback than the traditional letter grade on the corner of a term paper.  This is powerful pedagogy that brings together and harnesses the efforts of the whole community.

•  Personalize the School Experience  (UNFOLD)   
Small schools offer the potential for knowing and challenging each child.  Using the advisory system, every child will be known very well by at least one adult at school who will maintain that relationship for all three of the child’s years in middle school.  

One function of advisory groups is to offer guidance in making progressively more difficult choices based on clear self-knowledge and personal goals.  As well, advisors not only guide, but truly advocate for the educational needs of each one of their students.  Because an advisor is an adult who accepts responsibility for a variety of high-leverage roles, the school taps a resource typically lacking in urban schools.  For example, advisors as communicators become liaisons between home and school.  By connecting deeply with one adult, families can take advantage of the many resources the school offers and receive greater clarification of the expectations held for their child.  Advisors also become a vehicle for how parents can impart to schools the rich knowledge they hold of their child.

Students practice mediation and conflict resolution skills in order to handle their business without allowing conflicts to escalate.  Mistakes become lessons to learn from, and responsibility to the group strengthens accountability.  Students monitor their own healthful choices, and modify them to better align with their goals.  These are daily activities during the entire year, not just in the first week of school.  Equipped with these skills, students rehearse the many confusing situations they may encounter in high school, college, and the work place so they are ready to take charge of their lives.

Teaching & Learning

· Uniform Implementation of Common Practices
Many of our students are accustomed to chaotic learning environments with very low expectations.  Every period and every transition during our day will need to reinforce one common vision for high expectations, disciplined effort, pride and diligence, and ultimate excellence.  It is this consistent collaboration and explicit communication by all faculty, staff and parents upon which our program’s success will depend.  The structure of lessons, assigning of homework, board configuration, cueing for attention, group roles, writing process, literacy strategies, classroom procedures, and hallway conduct will all be uniformly implemented throughout the school so that students may concentrate on achievement rather than be confused by differing classroom expectations.  

· Project-Based Learning

Our pedagogical signature is project-based learning (PBL), a way of integrating instructional outcomes around investigations to answer students’ probing questions.  At United for Success, PBL is used is used as culminating assessment, real world application, vehicle for interdisciplinary linkage, focus of technology instruction, and support for thematic organization of science and social studies.  Research has shown that when PBL is standards-focused, students outperform traditional instruction in all areas, especially 21st Century skills such as collaboration, time management, organization, citizenship and problem-solving.  PBL has power to improve language acquisition for ELL students as well as provide access to core content for them.  Student exhibitions will become a mainstay of our community and feeder school outreach – a way to showcase the amazing things our students can do.

· Heterogeneous Groupings and Differentiated Instruction

With a majority of English Language Learners, and a minority of English Only students with low reading scores, our school-wide emphasis will be literacy.  Traditional programs segregated students according to language levels to facilitate instruction.  Unwittingly, those classes drove the master schedule and students were denied exposure to students who had better language skills.  We will need to address these dual needs in order to target interventions to specific (homogeneous) needs while also allowing broad (heterogeneous) interactions across the entire student body.  We are currently evaluating program options with these two goals in mind.

· Developmentally Appropriate Program

Our master schedule will be informed by brain research on how middle school children learn best.  Core subjects will be given morning priority while hands-on and exploratory subjects will occupy more of the afternoon when inactive bodies lead to listless minds.  We are looking seriously at a required extended day (8am-5pm), offering support in the afternoon for students struggling to either complete or master class work.  

· Role of Assessment

The role of assessment data cannot be overstated in raising achievement.  We believe in applying a wide variety of assessments and we relish analyzing test data to modify instruction for results.  All our faculty are researchers of students and curriculum, continually striving to document and share strategies that work best.  We deliberate together to develop and continually improve one school-wide curriculum that produces the results we set as our goals.  We may pilot new ideas, but always with a clear focus on student achievement gains.  Sharing data with students and their families is possibly the most powerful assessment practice of all, sharing with them all the tools that teachers habitually use to improve learning. 

Student Support

United for Success will have an extended school day.  We are considering a schedule that includes a before and after school academic support period, as well as Saturday and summer programs. When inducting students into our program, we will interview the family, conduct assessments, and look at student work before school starts so we can begin the school year with appropriately challenging instruction.  Teachers will take a team approach to monitoring student progress so that patterns and problems are detected early.

We will also ensure that the time students spend in class is focused and purposeful, with clear objectives, a safe atmosphere, and no distractions. Our teachers will focus on literacy in all classes, utilizing frequent assessments & opportunities to re-teach for total mastery, as well as reviewing materials in different ways to enlist all learning modalities. We will ensure that families are kept in constant contact in terms of work assigned, homework, behavior, tutoring, and student progress throughout the year.   

Time & Schedule

Time on task has huge bearing on student achievement as does the quality of time on task.  Our approach is to eliminate wasted time, increase instructional minutes for core subjects, and build habits of efficient work.  Strategies under consideration include block scheduling, coring, attendance incentives, extended day, and even a longer school year.  Explicitly teaching transition skills saves time and helps students remain focused. It is equally important to work smarter:  be prepared, be on time, be on point, and be excited to teach & learn.  Careful division of labor, timely communication, efficient protocols, and community agreements all enhance productivity as well.

School Climate

Every student is a valued learner.  By providing students with clear expectations, consistent policies and continuous feedback we will create a learning environment that supports all students.  Ours is a school where all students are challenged to learn about themselves and their neighbors.  We believe that mutual trust and respect must be an integral part of a student’s academic experience.  United for Success students are valued and appreciated.    

We believe that all members of our school community are responsible for creating a school climate where we celebrate and respect new cultures, languages and customs.  We have frequent views of student work and thinking at curriculum exhibitions throughout the year.  Student work is  proudly displayed everywhere.  Students and families are featured in our newsletter and press releases.  We have daily assemblies with appreciation shout-outs.  Birthdays, good deeds, perfect attendance, novel ideas – there is never a shortage of reasons to celebrate and acknowledge our special children.

Family & Community

We believe that parents are the first teachers of their children.  We believe that students are successful when they see their parents as engaged learners as well as partners in their education.  To this end we provide parents opportunities to be a visible and vibrant part of our school community.

We are looking into systems that ensure that parents can be a visible and vocal part of our school community.  Some of the ways we would like parents to be involved include parent contracts, school service hours, family nights, parent conferences, school work days, and school wide committees.  It is our desire to have a parent resource center that will provide an opportunity for parents to be welcomed on campus and informed about services and meeting on campus as well as services in the community.

Staffing

“Our teachers must be able to turn the pages of lives as well as the pages of books” (Emil Mickles, 2005).  These must be people who will love and care for the children in their charge, partner with families, collaborate with colleagues, and adapt to continually changing and challenging situations.  They must be very well-educated and hold equally high expectations for our children.  And they must be particularly dedicated long-term to teaching middle school children in an urban setting with many different languages and cultures to embrace.  

Our is a collaborative community, jointly accountable for a unified 6th-8th grade curriculum.  We appreciate that in the short run this is a time-consuming process, but we have seen the gains for students in the long run.  We also need teachers to continually grow in new directions for the good of the children like science teachers becoming literacy experts or ELD teachers developing technology skills.  We support our super-dedicated teachers by freeing them from tiresome busywork to really teach, honoring their leadership and passion, providing them with the resources they need to do the job well, and celebrating them and their work.
Distributed Leadership

Certainly a practical approach requires acknowledging that we can’t all decide everything, but in a movement seeking greater parent influence over the schooling of their children, parents must have input into many decisions affecting school climate, calendar, aspects of budget, and program offerings.  More important than voting on everything is for all groups to feel that they have had ample opportunities to be informed and to offer their ideas and values for pending decisions. In many cases, thorough deliberation must occur in advisory committees.  Most key decisions will be made by duly constituted groups such as the School Site Council, Leadership Team, ELAC, and Student Council.  In cases where time and efficiency preclude a public deliberation, it is important to explain those decisions and to invite feedback.

For decisions to be effectively targeted, they must be based on actual data describing our students and their needs, not national norms and rhetoric.  Decision-makers must take the time to be involved and informed.  Different issues are properly taken up by different groupings of stakeholders.  To scaffold and coordinate this array of decisions, it is imperative to have consensus on protocols, a detailed calendar of decision dates, regular newsletters and surveys, decision-making training, and many other systems in place.  A democratic community does not materialize simply by wishing it so.   

What makes United for Success Academy special?
Our school is orderly, but you can hear children laughing.

Our students achieve high on tests, but demonstrate knowledge by solving real problems.

Our school is focused on academics, but children stay for the art and sports.

Our school has strict discipline, but also great love and respect.

Our school is fixed on each students’ future, but takes time to know their past.

Our school examines the student as an individual, but involves the family and community.
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