Forum Brief

Building a Portfolio of Options to Ensure All Students Graduate
A Forum — Friday, June 11, 2010

In the United States, an estimated 1.3 million kiadriop out of school every year. The
Association for High School Innovation (AHSI), atioaal network of youth development
organizations, is responding to this crisis by viogko create new opportunities for youth for
whom traditional school settings have not beenessfal. Currently operating alternative
secondary school programs in over 290 sites natas®HS| members offers youth diverse
pathways to graduation through a variety high qualkhools and programs modeled to meet
students’ specific needs. This forum showcaseavibr& of AHSI and two of its founding
member organizations, Big Picture Learning and @ayeto College, in addition to the Newark-
AHSI Partnership, a partnership among the city’yonaschool district, higher education
institutions, and other local education stakehadehich aims to create more opportunities for
youth in Newark to gain access to high qualityraldive education programs.

Talmira Hill , Director of the AHSI, began the discussion bypmimg an overview of AHSI

and its commitment to dropout prevention, high stignaduation, college completion and
career achievement. Hill emphasized AHSI as a m&twbyouth development organizations
that provide youth with learning and enrichmentagnities beyond traditional in-school
education. Formed in 2003 with support from the &iMelinda Gates Foundation as the
Alternative High School Initiative, the collabormati began as a consortium of six organizations
operating 29 schools. It has since grown to inchide founding members and one new member
organization operating over 275 schools, and irD26& network changed its name to the
Association for High School Innovation (AHSI). Tgda@HSI members reach more than 38,000
students in 35 states and over 170 cities natioawMHSI’'s member organizations include Big
Picture Learning, Communities in Schools of GegrGiammunities in Schools National,
Diploma Plus, EdVisions Schools, Gateway to Colldgéonal Network, National League of
Cities Institute for Youth, Education & FamiliesuOPiece of the Pie®, StreetSchool Network,
and YouthBuild USA.

While the alternative high school options offergdAHSI and its member organizations vary
based on the program and the needs of studentgmihasized that they are all student-
centered and endeavor to let youth voice, projaset) learning, and leadership development
guide the learning process. Evident in the desfall AHSI schools are the following five
principles:

. Authentic learning, teaching and performance assess
. Personalized school culture

. Shared leadership and responsibility

. Supportive partnerships

. Future focus for students

Students who attend AHSI schools benefit from paiogg that deliver learning experiences based
on their personal passions, interests, learningsand needs. Such learning opportunities are



aligned with state standards and structured acoptdi clearly defined learning goals. As a
result, when students graduate from AHSI schobky earn the same high school diploma as
students at traditional high schools, but simplyi@ee the credential through an alternative
pathway.

Hill credited AHSI’s success in large part to tlodlective expertise of its member organizations
and the highly specialized nature of its schoot$ programs. Each school or program within
AHSI’s network is different and each model targgiscific groups of students in particular
situations and stages of education. Hill also dadigention to AHSI's Place-Based Partnerships
currently operating in three cities: IndianapoNsshville, and Newark. With the support of the
National League of Cities Institute for Youth, Edtion and Families, AHSI has partnered with
the mayor, the school districts, higher educatimtitutions, and a variety of community partners
in these three cities to create a portfolio ofraliive education options for students within the
school system. The initiative aims at providingsalldents, including those who are struggling in
traditional school settings, those at-risk of diagpout, and those who may already be out of
school, with the opportunity to attend high quaétiernative high schools, earn a diploma, and
continue on to college or a career.

Hill acknowledged several policy conditions necegsar the large-scale national success of
alternative secondary school programs. Her recordatems for policy include increasing

college access for all students, expanding edutaptions for students and parents, opening
more alternative high schools, creating strong actability structures for all educational
programs, and developing rigorous and reasonablgéeactic standards and assessments. She also
encouraged greater coordination among cities, ahsivicts, community organizations and

other public agencies, and pushed for the adopti@nneed-based, adequacy approach to
funding.

Dr. Elliot Washor, co-founder and co-director of Big Picture Leagjimtroduced Big Picture
Learning as a group of alternative schools thattaipersonalize education for students and
make learning relevant and authentic through egpesds in the community and the real world.
Big Picture Learning currently operates over 60lss@hools in the United States and numerous
schools abroad.

Washor acknowledged the disconnect that often sdauraditional public high schools among
the rigor and relevance of academic content andelagéonships students form with their
teachers, peers, and other school personnel. BigrBiLearning eliminates this disconnect by
surrounding students with adults whose primaryaasibilities are to form meaningful and
supportive relationships with students, to chaletigem, and to make learning relevant. At Big
Picture Schools, all students are assigned an aduisor who stays with them for all four years.
This individual gets to know students, learns whedrests and motivates them and builds an
individual learning plan for each student basedhisfher interests and needs.

The schedule at Big Picture Learning schools aff@tddents time to build additional
relationships with adults and to engage in autberid relevant real world learning experiences
through internships matched with their interestso ays a week, students participate in



internships outside of school under the guidance mmentor from the community—a lawyer,
engineer, merchant or other professional working field or industry of interest to the student.

By developing personal learning plans for studgmtsyiding them with meaningful internship
experiences and surrounding them with a netwodupportive adults, Big Picture Learning
creates an educational program that allows studietgsests to guide their learning and real-
world experiences to prepare them for college caraer. The Big Picture Learning model
provides students with what Washor considers thes$sentials for learning: Relationships,
Relevance, Choice, Challenge, Practice, Play, Auitigy, Application, Time and Timing. Big
Picture Learning’s graduation and college accemaates are 92% and 95% respectively.

Nick Mathern, Associate Vice-President for Policy and PartnerElevelopment for Gateway

to College National Network, described Gateway til€gje as a partnership between school
districts and community colleges that aims to emgroyouth who have dropped out of school or
are not on track to graduate to earn a high satiptdma by taking dual credit courses in
supportive college environments. The Gateway tdeQelmodel was initially developed in 2000
at Portland Community College. In 2008, Gatewa@ttlege National Network became an
independent nonprofit organization that now inchidenetwork of 27 colleges in 16 states
partnering with over 100 school districts.

Since its inception, Gateway to College has workehd populations of students historically
underserved in secondary and postsecondary edachtamntinues to work with a population of
students for whom the traditional comprehensivé lsichool model is inadequate. In order to
qualify for Gateway to College, students must bigvben 16 and 21 years old, out of school or
on the verge of dropping out and behind in highostleredits. Additionally, their GPA cannot
exceed 2.0. Among the population of students ppdiing in Gateway to College, 59% are
students of color, 74% are first-generation collggers, 26% have at least one parent without a
high school diploma, 9% dropped out of high sclthad to homelessness and 25% dropped out
of high school due to health problems not relatedrigs and alcohol.

Despite the educational setbacks many Gatewayrstuitiave faced in the past, Mathern
characterizes them as a highly ambitious groupréwignizes the value of college. By placing
students in adult learning environments and dewetppurricula relevant to their lives, Gateway
to College has created a program that engagesnapoveers students, and provides them with
an alternative pathway for earning a high schoploana.

For every student involved in the program, Gatewa@ollege begins with a Foundation
Semester. During this semester, students takee®ordy with other Gateway students in math,
English and reading, as well as a course callete@oISkills. All of these courses are designed
to strengthen students’ academic skills and prefpera for learning in a college environment.
Following the Foundation Semester, students bedimg courses for dual credit that applies
toward their high school diploma and toward a gmleredential. Their instructor for the
College Skills course, a Gateway resource spetiabsitinues to serve as a mentor or advisor
for students for the duration of their Gateway wl€je experience, which can last up to three
years.



According to Mathern Gateway to College’s succegbthe success of its students can be
attributed to four key program components. Like Whaishe stressed the importance of
supportive adult relationships. He also discussed émpowering and transformative it can be
for students to be on a college campus taking geltmurses. Additionally, for students who
have responsibilities aside from school, for exapey are a parent, a caretaker or have a job,
the flexibility of schedule offered by the Gatewapgram is key. Finally, Mathern
acknowledged the financial sustainability of thegyram and how it mutually benefited both the
community colleges that take students in and theddistricts they hail from. School districts
benefit as they reclaim funding for students res#img in school, while colleges benefit as
much of this aforementioned funding actually folkothe student to the college hosting the
Gateway program.

Mathern concluded with a brief discussion of thecomes Gateway to College has produced for
students involved in the program. Students whoiptesly struggled to attend school regularly
have an average attendance rate in their collegses of 87%. Additionally, Gateway students
pass 71% of the courses they take for which they aéetter grade, and by the time they have
completed the program, Gateway graduates on avaegeearned two-thirds of the credits
needed for an Associates of Arts degree. The strelagonships students have built with the
adults on Gateway'’s staff have also changed stadattitudes toward school and ultimately
changed their lives.

Dr. Vincent L. Mays, Director of Alternative Education for Newark PigbSchools, discussed
the crisis facing youth in Newark, New Jersey, vehamly 53% of students graduate from high
school each year. He addressed the urgency diithegion and outlined the strategic plan
Newark Public Schools has undertaken to combadithygout rate in Newark and to improve and
diversify educational opportunities for the citysuth.

Today Newark is one of three cities engaged iraad?based Partnership with AHSI. These
partnerships involve cooperation and collaborasioong city governments, school districts,
community organizations, post-secondary institigj@nd high quality alternative high school
programs. Prior to partnering with AHSI, Newarkealdy had an Office of Alternative
Education, however, the programs overseen by fficeavere not producing adequate results.
The objective of the Newark-AHSI Partnership wasreate a continuum of high quality
alternative high schools to serve students in teedtk area who are struggling in traditional
schools, at risk of dropping out or who may alrebdyut of school, The first step toward
accomplishing this goal was restructuring the @fioé¢ Alternative Education and adopting a
number of research based, nationally recognizedeement models designed to better meet the
needs of Newark’s youth.

Another aspect of restructuring alternative edwceiin Newark involved the creation of the
Youth Education and Employment Success Center, Wast referred to as a “one-stop center,”
for all young people in need of educational placetnsocial service referral and
employment/training services. The center worksdip Iplace youth in the program that best
meets their needs, whether it be one of the thigé’Bture Learning schools now operating in
Newark, one of the two Communities In Schools Renfog Learning Centers, the Diploma Plus
program or Gateway to College.



According to Mays, one of the biggest challengew#&i& faced over the last year of the
Newark-AHSI Partnership was transitioning from poesly existing programs to the new AHSI
models. Looking forward to 2010-2011, Newark’s nebefp will be to turn these new alternative
high schools into in-district charter schools. Reslfying the schools as charters will allow them
to maintain their autonomy and continue to recéivancial support from the city.

Question and Answer Period

In response to a question asked about the biggalenges, aside from funding, that AHSI and
its member organizations face when attempting &tesiheir programs and reach more students,
Mathern discussed the challenges Gateway to Coléeges working with two school systems—
community colleges and school districts—with diéier accountability systems. Metrics by
which traditional schools and school districts ewaluated, such as AYP and graduation rates,
do not apply to community colleges. He recommenud®a policies reflect the growing number
of partnerships between schools and community gedlespecifically with regard to
accountability structures for community collegesadhor’s response emphasized the
unpredictability of students’ lives and the comjiigwf the situation that has resulted in 4
million youth being out of school and not at woe also cited the challenge to create
meaningful pathways for older students, a groupeg@ly underserved by existing programs.
Hill called attention to how existing policies rir@ffer incentives for engaging and utilizing
resources in the community. She identified a nedddilitate connections among educational
programs and resources outside the school disdtict) as community based organizations and
nonprofits. Mays considered the biggest challengeeatly facing alternative education
programs to be the small number of individuals wagkn the field who are willing to
acknowledge the failures of the current systeng takisk and try something new.

Another question followed up on a comment Dr. Maysle during his discussion about the
challenge of transitioning from older models to reternative education programs, specifically
with regard to placing and training staff. Mays kexped that they had improved and increased
professional development for staff in transitioml avrked hard to place staff in positions where
they would be the most effective. He also noted hrdmducing new programs that were
perceived to be legitimate and worthwhile serverejovenate staff who had been frustrated by
the poor outcomes of the previously existing protga

An additional question asked about whether anhefarganizations had plans to operate schools
or programs in rural areas. Hill mentioned thag\a AHSI organizations operate schools in rural
areas and acknowledged the need to assemble irtfformaad use it to better target these
communities. She also mentioned that EdVisions 8lshmas the highest number of programs in
rural areas and is leading efforts within the AM®Ik group on High School to Career and
College Transition, for example, to identify challes in rural areas. Washor asserted that Big
Picture Learning already had a presence in mara} aneas, operating schools on reservations,
in rural California, rural New Zealand and the Aaban outback. Mathern acknowledged that
reaching students in rural areas was currentlyadiesige for Gateway to College, as the program
depended on partnerships with community collegesstundent access to the college. In rural



areas, community colleges often serve large gebgralpareas, which can present challenges for
students who lack the means to travel a greatrdistan order to get to school.



