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Ypsilanti Community Schools

Alternative Education Recommendation

    Alternative Education Small Learning Community
                                 April 11, 2013
Recommendation

We recommend that the Ypsilanti Community Schools Board of Education adopt the components of an Alternative Education Small Learning Community (AESLC) for grades 7-12 that will address the needs of students for whom the regular educational structure has not been successful. 
Recommendation Details

Alternative Education Program Components

We believe an alternative education program consists of specific non-negotiable components. The following recommended components incorporate the teaching/leadership experiences, workgroup discussions and research of effective models compiled by the advisory group. The components are broken into five key proposed areas: Structure of Program, Instructional Model, Staffing, Wrap-Around Services/Supports and Other Important Components. 
Structure of Program

Smaller Staff Ratio

Research indicates that smaller teacher to student ratio (10-15:1) creates a more individualized structure and develops more opportunities for one on one teacher attentiveness to the students’ needs in an alternative program. 
Flexible Day/Schedule

Full day or partial day schedules will be developed for students upon acceptance into the program based on criteria established through the entry assessments protocols (see page 5). We believe student needs may be best served though a blended online, independent study and/or classroom setting.

*See Proposed Program Structure Appendix
Flexibility in Re-Entry 

Creating pathways for re-entry into the regular school building, though not mandated, will be necessary for all students entering this alternative education program. Entry in to the program, as mentioned earlier, will be involuntary and by referral; reentry may be possible, upon achievement of goals, but not mandatory. It is important to honor student voice in their preferences; to empower the students to make decisions regarding their own education and to help them create a successful pathway toward achievement. 

Small Learning Community (SLC)
It is our recommendation that the alternative educational program be situated in an existing YCS school building. It is believed that YCS should consider the alternative education program another Small Learning Community (SLC) and a part of the secondary options within the school district. 
It is appropriate to note that there are arguments to be made for both this system as well as a self-contained building model. We believe that being co-located with other small learning communities will help to better engage students, to better prepare them for reentry, to help them believe that they are not being separated from the school as a community. As long as the recommendation for dedicated and trained staff for the alternative education program is adhered to by YCS, this model will be successful. 
Instructional Model/Pedagogy

Independent Study Opportunities

The alternative educational program should have various pathways for students to engage in the academic material such as, small group project-based learning, individual learning activities, online opportunities, and community-based instruction. The alternative system should incorporate a diverse collection of opportunities to engage the students. 

Challenge Based Learning
It is recommended that a Challenge-Based Learning (CBL) model be a part of the alternative education curricular experience for each student.  CBL is an engaging, multidisciplinary approach that requires learners to leverage technology to solve real-world problems in their daily lives. Students will work with their facilitators (teachers) and develop projects in which they have a unique and sincere interest in solving. 

This model will help engage students for whom the regular curriculum has failed. Individualizing the educational activities, or creating small learning groups, with staff support, will increase the likelihood for success. In addition, it is understood that both the proposed YCS Secondary SLCs and YCS New Tech high schools will utilize project/problem-based learning. Providing a CBL educational experience (driven by inquiry, design and research) will provide similar learning experiences and expectations making re-entry more viable and seamless for the individual student. 
Wrap Around Services/Supports
Community Resource Support 

Outreach to community resources, such as Washtenaw Area Council of Youth (WACY), and others should be a priority for the administrators and staff in the alternative education program. Partnerships with community resources enhance potential for success with students in the program. Internships, career readiness programs, job opportunities will help engage the students in the program. The overall goal of the YCS AESLC is to strengthen the home-school-community partnership. 
School Social Worker (SSW) Support 

It is imperative that the program uses a dedicated SSW to support the program, incorporating a home component to the services. Creating a strong home to school bond will enhance the opportunities for success for these students, to either succeed in the alternate program or to reenter the regular school building.
Staffing and Staffing Criteria
Screening for Alternative Education Program Staff

We recommend a thorough staff screening for all potential staff working in the alternative education program to be conducted by experienced alternative education administrators using a rubric to be designed in collaboration with the Office of Human Resources. Skill sets are different for those working in this kind of educational environment; the staff screening instruments should reflect these differences. Teachers will also need to have a strong interest and/or experience in the use of technology in the classroom to enhance instruction. In addition, teachers will have to embrace Challenge-Based Learning and the required professional development to successfully include this model into the AESLC.  
Designated Additional Staff 

In addition to the smaller teacher to student ratio, we recommend at least one other dedicated instructional staff in each room. Students who require the alternative educational support are students who fail in the larger, less individualized structure of the regular school environment. More attentiveness to the students’ needs (and not just their educational needs) increase chances for success. We believe that specialized professional development (inclusive of special education, general education and alternative education professional learning opportunities as appropriate) must be incorporated into the program for all staff to be designed such that all staff participates in an ongoing basis. 
Other Important Components

Entry Criteria Through Assessment Protocols 

Students enter this alternative education program through an involuntary referral system. We recommend a thorough entry criterion assessment protocol be developed that examines each student’s social, emotional, academic, health, and other relevant issues as part of the referral system. Comprehensive training for all staff in the alternative education program as well as the liaisons in the regular education building is called for so all work under the same rubrics when examining a student’s need for the alternative program. Referrals will be brought before a committee before students are entered into the program. 

Technology Support 

As mentioned earlier, innovative pathways to academic success will be a hallmark of this alternative education program. Use of technology will be a crucial element in achieving this; ideas such as 1-1 computer assistance (each student receives a laptop or iPad to use in school and at home, using the Washtenaw W.A.Y. program as a model), online learning models (E20/20), and other technology based learning applications are recommended and a small technology learning lab will need to be developed or accessible by the students in the Alternative Education Small Learning Community (AESLC). 

Developing a Process to Develop the Specifics of the Alternative Education Program
A work team is necessary to develop the specifics of the AESLC that will be operated by YCS. It is our recommendation that a work team be established immediately to develop the program specifics; how many classrooms, description of the students and the referral process, staff resources, funding and operational specifics, placement of the program, materials needs, technology needs, etc. We recommend that the process will require participation from various stakeholder groups, including parents, students, community partners, transportation, technology department, building staff and administration, professional development, and curriculum experts. .
Our recommendation for the work team membership is below.
	Recommended Committee Members – 

Representatives from the following groups

	Transportation
	· Transportation representative



	Facilities
	· Facilities representative



	Parents
	· At least one representative from each; Middle and High School


	Teachers
	· Middle School Teacher
· Special Education Teacher
· High School Teacher
· Social Worker/Psychologist



	Administration
	· Secondary
· Special Education Director 
· Curriculum

· Technology Director or Designee



	Community Partners
	· WACY
· Community Leaders
· Chamber of Commerce, Business
· Other key partners




Alternative Education Work Team 

Recommended Activities and Timeline

	Date
	Activity

	By April 18, 2013
	· Begin soliciting committee members from the community and the school district. 

· Seat Work Team 



	April 18-May 2
	· Research models to present to community - draft alternative education program design

	May 2 – May 16
	· Community forums

	May 16 – May 30
	· Begin hiring process for program staff

	May 30 – August 22
	· Identify students to participate in the program

· Conduct referrals and notify families/students 

· Professional development for staff

	First Day of School September, 2013
	· Accept students into the program 

	Ongoing
	· Evaluate program effectiveness 


Alternative Education Resources
Technology Rich Schools Up Close, by Barbara B. Levin and Lynne Schrum. Educational Leadership, March, 2013 (Vol. 70, Number 6). 

Challenge Based Learning; The Report from the Implementation Project. Published by the New Media Consortium, 2011. 

Models of Effective Alternative Schools, Published by The Hanover Research Council, 2009. 

Effective Programs for Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, Published by The Hanover Research Council, 2013. 

Advisory Group Members
	Jason Riggs, YPS
	Dr. Sarena Shivers, WISD

	Neal Elyakin, WISD
	

	Scott Johnson, YPS
	

	Erin Schaffer, Community Resident/EPHY
	

	Diane Back, University of Michigan
	

	JT Sangslund, W.A.C.Y 
	

	Dr. Clarence Thomas, WR/WISD

	


Appendix            Alternative Educational Programming - Structure 
Environmental Structure:

Four-classroom setup (co-located in existing secondary building, all in one area of the building) 

One office (for administrator and secretary) 

One office (for School Social Worker) 

Additional classroom (with room dividers) 

· Independent student study areas

· “Relax station” area 

· “Library area for resource materials 
· Technology lab or access to lab
Program Staff: 

Four Teachers

Four Teaching Assistants

One School Social Worker (SSW)
Administrative Support (at least 0.5 FTE) 

Secretarial Support (at least 0.5 FTE) 

General Program Structure:

Each student is assigned primary contact teacher (‘counselor or coach’) 

Daily contact with teacher/counselor  

Students develop schedule upon referral/acceptance into the program along with teacher/counselor, SSW with Administrative input (student support team) 

Classroom periods generally follow the co-located secondary building structure 

Independent student study times built into the individualized student’s schedule

· Online learning) 

· Project/challenge learning - group activities, individual projects (approved by support team) - to be accomplished in all classrooms on scheduled basis (all students have part of their programmed day to participate in approved challenge learning projects - other project activities occur at home, monitored by support team 

· Lunch, PE, other extra curricular activities with the mainstream to be determined based on the needs of each individual student’s program/schedule (if student enters other part of the building, monitoring by staff, knowledge of by building administration)

· Entering and exiting; designated entrance doors for the Alt Ed program ‘wing’ 

Additional Considerations:

Students who drive; designated permits and areas for parking 

Full day vs. partial day schedule; to be determined by the student support team upon acceptance into the program. Weekly PD activities for all staff; built into the structure of the program. Half day (or partial day) for students on weekly basis so all staff gather for weekly PD activities. Weekly home contact (in person; home visit) by each student’s ‘counselor’ and/or SSW with parents/guardians. At least monthly parent conferences in school with ‘counselor/SSW - student led meetings to discuss academic/project/program progress. 
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