SOAR Charter School Executive Summary 
Mission and Vision

Mission: Success through Opportunity, Achievement, and Responsibility (SOAR) Charter School’s mission is to ensure success of its students by providing children of all backgrounds and ability levels with access to rigorous academic instruction and expanded opportunities. SOAR empowers children to make informed, deliberate decisions so that they may lead socially responsible, productive lives. 

Vision: SOAR Charter School will equip Denver children from diverse backgrounds to succeed in school and chart their own course in life. SOAR’s structure and approach will serve as a model for urban elementary education across the country. 

SOAR embraces the challenge of teaching at-risk students, and the quality of both our academic and enrichment programs will rival that of the best schools in the country. Our Design Team has a proven record of success designing and running urban schools. We have developed a school model that is research-based, field-tested, and carefully designed to meet the needs of the students of Denver. By ensuring that our at-risk children become successful, high-performing elementary students, SOAR will become part of the broader effort to ensure an excellent education for all of Denver’s youth.  

SOAR is built upon three core institutional values:

· Diversity. SOAR will represent the diversity of Denver, with students from various ethnic, socioeconomic, academic, cultural, and geographic backgrounds. The concept of diversity encompasses acceptance and respect. It means understanding that each individual is unique, and recognizing our individual differences.  These can be along the dimensions of race, ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, physical and intellectual abilities, religious beliefs, political beliefs, or other ideologies.  It is the exploration of these differences in a safe, positive, and nurturing environment. It is about understanding each other and moving beyond simple tolerance to embracing and celebrating the rich dimensions of diversity contained within each individual. The concept of teaching a diverse body of students and making them all successful is central institutional value of our school. 
· Access. Also central to our school is the commitment to access. We believe that if a diverse set of students have equal access to high quality instruction and enrichment opportunities, they will be successful. 

· Empowerment. At SOAR, we believe children must be equipped with the ability to make good decisions independently of adults. By internalizing the habits and behaviors that demonstrate responsibility, they will be empowered to lead successful, productive lives. 

SOAR has targeted the Green Valley Ranch (GVR) area of Denver to open its first school.  In GVR, in 2007, 59.58% of students qualified for FRL. Demographic data shows that 41.4% of students are African American, 41.15% Latino, 11.61 White, 5.84% other races. In the neighboring Montbello area, from which we also intend to recruit and serve students, 80.51% of students qualified for FRL. Thirty two point eleven percent (32.11%) of students are African American, 62.41% Latino, 3.52% White, and 1.96% other races.  By targeting this area, we intend to recruit a population that is racially diverse and at least 67% FRL. From the four traditional public schools and one public charter school serving the elementary grades in the GVR area, at 4th grade level, in 2008, none of the schools had more than 30.6% of students performing at or above proficiency in reading as determined by CSAP scores.  SOAR shall set a new, high standard of success in the Green Valley Ranch, lifting students to greater levels of achievement.

We aim to open in the fall of 2010 with four classes of students in mandatory full day kindergarten, and three classes of students in both first and second grade. We will add four new classes of incoming kindergarten students each fall, serving approximately 428 students in kindergarten through fifth grade by the 2013-14 school year.

SOAR’s institutional core values (diversity, access, empowerment) are represented by the Six Core Elements of our Education Plan: rigorous academic instruction; quality enrichment offerings, a Responsive Classroom approach, student and family support services, teacher professional development, and health and wellness education. These elements are explored in more detail within the Education Plan. 

Education Plan

The six core elements of SOAR’s Education Plan empower children of diverse backgrounds and ability levels to achieve success, understand their strengths and unique abilities, and develop the self-discipline and confidence required to excel in any environment.

Rigorous Academic Instruction: Students engage in SOAR’s core academic classes in an extended school day. From 8:30 until 4:15 each day, students are on-task and engaged, providing them with more teaching and learning time than most children in the country. SOAR's rigorous workshop model instruction is assessment-driven and student-centered. We provide intensive, explicit instruction while also creating ongoing opportunities to differentiate teaching and learning. Students are regularly assessed through formative and summative assessments in an interim assessment model. 
As a school, we believe that excellent instruction in literacy and mathematics provides the essential foundation upon which all other learning can be constructed. Therefore, we have been particularly deliberate in selecting and developing our approach to literacy and mathematics. Our students will succeed in both school and life because of our researched-based, data-driven reading, writing, and math curriculums. 

As the National Reading Panel found, systematic and explicit instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension leads to student success in reading. 
 Our balanced literacy approach takes this a step further by additionally capitalizing upon the reciprocity of reading and writing instruction. Our holistic literacy curriculum integrates the most current teaching practices to ensure the highest levels of student success in reading, writing, speaking, and thinking. 

As demonstrated by a wide body of research,
 Investigations by TERC has been proven successful across the country and with students like those who will attend SOAR. From basic facts to number relationships, from word problems to complex calculations, students taught through Investigations outperform their peers. Furthermore, the program has proven especially effective with traditionally low-achieving students and prepares all children for high-stakes standardized testing. We have chosen Investigations to ensure the best possible results for our students and our school. 

The core academic subjects and descriptions are as follows:

· Literacy: Students at FLI participate in a Balanced Literacy Program. Through whole group, small group, and individual instruction, the educational program of each child is tailored to meet his or her needs. Components of the Balanced Literacy Program include guided reading, shared reading, independent reading, writer’s workshop, word study, and instructional read aloud.
· Mathematics: SOAR uses a nationally-recognized constructivist mathematics program, Investigations. To meet all of our students’ needs, we supplement Investigations with numeracy practice and test preparation. 
· Social Studies: Students will learn social studies content and skills through the Research Workshop model of thematic instruction. This workshop model allows for differentiated instruction while engaging students in integrated units of study. Our approach emphasizes the key content of social studies while developing the skills and behaviors that transcend content knowledge.
· Science: Utilizing an inquiry-based, hands-on approach to learning science, instruction at SOAR follows a carefully planned scope and sequence in the content areas of earth science, physical science, and biology. Science instruction focuses on scientific thinking as well as science content. The FOSS (Full Option Science System) science curriculum forms the backbone of our science program.

Enrichment Offerings: All students participate in SOAR’s high-quality visual and performing arts enrichment program. Our extended day structure allows us to offer extended enrichment time, interspersed throughout the day, without sacrificing academic instructional time. 

Responsive Classroom Approach: SOAR staff implements the nationally-recognized Responsive Classroom approach to elementary teaching that emphasizes social, emotional, and academic growth in a strong and safe school community.  Our approach consists of classroom and school wide practices for deliberately helping children build academic and social-emotional competencies. 

Support Services: SOAR’s students have access to middle school placement support, individual and group counseling, and family support services through our Dean of Support Services. Our extended school day, our whole-child focus, and our demanding expectations necessitate that we build strong partnerships with families. 
Professional Development: The SOAR staff members stay current on best practices in education and participate in ongoing, intensive professional development throughout the school year delivered by national experts in the field of education. All new teachers also participate in a four-week summer professional development program, and returning teachers in a three week program. 

Health and Wellness Education:  The overarching importance of maintaining a healthy mind and body is woven deeply into the school’s culture and educational philosophy. To help children grow into life-long learners and responsible citizens, we cultivate the body as well as the mind.
SOAR has strong indicators for success which include best practices among high-performing urban charter schools. Some of these practices include:

· A longer school day, allowing for three more hours a week of instructional time than a traditional district school.

· A behavior management system based on the Responsive Classroom model with explicit expectations and consequences, student uniforms, and an insistence on student safety and maximum time spent learning.

· A rigorous, research-based academic program with an emphasis on strategy and skill building and nightly homework that reinforces student learning and develops crucial study habits.

· A system of regular assessment that includes a beginning, mid, and end of unit assessment that takes place within a four to six week cycle, and the Colorado Student Assessment Program.  Teachers use assessment data on a daily basis to make instructional decisions and evaluate student progress toward standards. Our assessment systems allow us to evaluate our effectiveness at the student, classroom, grade, and school level, and to respond quickly to areas of need.

· Regular, systematic, and data-driven interventions, including small group and one on one instruction, as well as special education and ELL support services. Our Director of Curriculum and Instruction ensures the implementation and quality of these interventions.

· A parent engagement plan, overseen by our Dean of Support Services, which includes home visits, summer orientations, weekly reports, parent workshops, a volunteer corps and regular conference nights.  

· A four-week summer new teacher training program (three weeks for returning teachers) where teachers consider and implement a consistent building-wide system of instruction and discipline.  Teachers develop detailed units of study in alignment with standards. They use these standards to map learning outcomes in every unit, in every core academic subject.   

· An organization structure that emphasizes high quality teaching.  Teachers engage in exceptional professional development opportunities and are held to high standard of implementation.  Administrators see their roles as removing all obstacles to effective teaching from the classroom, and the Head of School acts as a mentor teacher to all regular teaching staff. 

Background Indicators for Success
In many important ways, SOAR will be replicating the model of an existing successful charter school in New York City, Future Leaders Institute Charter School (FLI).  FLI was designed as a high-expectation, high-performing school in the Harlem community. Founded by two members of  SOAR’s Design Team, Gianna Cassetta and Marc Waxman, FLI began as a public school in 1999, operating as a school-within-a-school in District 3. Under the direction of the school's co-founders, the school converted to a charter school in 2005 and has since become one the top performing schools in Harlem.  Starting in 1999 with forty third and fourth grade students from the third lowest performing school in New York City, FLI has grown into an established, high-performing school, serving over 300 students in grades K-8.  Now it is one of the highest performing elementary schools in Harlem.  In 2008, as in previous years,  FLI’s elementary school outperformed all 18 of the closest public and charter schools in combined reading and math test scores.

Prior to converting to a charter school, FLI existed as a program within the NYC public school system and a traditional K-8 public school for six years.  In compliance with the New York State Charter Schools Act, public schools that convert to charter school status do so with the original school population in tact. Thus, the majority of middle school students (as well as those in grades 4 and 5) at FLI did not start at FLI while it was a charter school and did not choose to enroll at FLI as they would at a start-up charter school.  Additionally, the majority of these students did not attend FLI from an early grade – instead they began FLI in the upper elementary or middle grades. These challenges shall be avoided in SOAR by building the school from the lower-grades. 

The NYC DOE required FLI to submit “Two-year cohort” data at the end of the 2008 school year.  In the chart below, column A indicates the number of students in the grade that attended FLI in 2008 and for at least one year previous.  Column B is the percent of that cohort that scored in levels 3 or 4 (levels of proficiency or exceeding proficiency) in 2008.  Column C is the number of students in the same cohort who scored in levels 3 or 4 in 2007.  Column D shows the percentage point change between 2008 and 2007.  The data indicates an overall positive impact on academic achievement in both math and ELA.
	ELA - Two-Year Cohort

	
	A
	B
	C
	D

	Grade (2007-08)
	# of students in two-year cohort
	2007 (cohort's results from previous year)
	2008 (cohort results from current year)
	Change

	4
	50
	76
	58
	-18

	5
	32
	63
	84
	21

	6
	18
	56
	72
	16

	7
	25
	60
	80
	20

	8
	19
	47
	21
	-26

	
	
	
	
	

	Math - Two-Year Cohort

	Grade (2007-08)
	# of students in two-year cohort
	2007 (cohort's results from previous year)
	2008 (cohort results from current year)
	Change

	4
	50
	92
	90
	-2

	5
	32
	81
	84
	3

	6
	18
	61
	78
	17

	7
	25
	64
	88
	24

	8
	19
	37
	37
	0


The following chart details grade level growth (including all students enrolled in each year), elementary growth (grades 3-5), and middle school growth (grades 6-8) of test scores over the past three years and demonstrates FLI’s general upward trend in ELA (English Language Arts – reading and writing combined) scores.  
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The following chart details grade level growth (including all students enrolled in each year) elementary growth (grades 3-5), and middle school growth (grades 6-8) of test scores over the past three years and demonstrates FLI’s general upward trend in math scores.  
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FLI’s instructional model is designed to have best success with students that start at FLI early (preferably kindergarten) and stay at FLI for several years.  Due to factors outside FLI’s control before it became a charter school in 2005, many of FLI’s students did not start early.  The chart below compares the ELA outcomes of students that started FLI in kindergarten to those that did not.  School-wide there was a 17 percentage-point difference in achievement.  (Please note that in math the same analysis indicated a 13 percentage difference with 91% of students that started in kindergarten scoring in levels 3 or 4). These results are significant because SOAR will be a start-up charter school as opposed to a conversion charter school. We will therefore have the ability to ensure that the majority of students enter the program in early grades. 
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Leadership & Governance

SOAR Charter School’s Board of Trustees and senior administration, the applicant team for this proposal, is comprised of high-capacity and experienced individuals with skill sets that demonstrate the capacity to establish and operate a successful charter school, including leadership, management, education, business, finance, politics, and community organizing.  Their deep involvement and commitment to this project provides oversight, enthusiasm, and capacity for success. 

The SOAR Charter School Board of Trustees will ensure that the school fulfills its charter by providing oversight and governance, particularly over policies, finances, and legal responsibilities. SOAR  presently has five board members: Ellin Keene, co-author  of best selling Mosaic of Thought: The Power of Comprehension Strategy Instruction, and a nationally renown literacy staff developer; Rosann Ward, President of Denver’s Public Education and Business Coalition; Bruce Rau, an experienced manager of  national and local real estate developments including the Green Valley Ranch K-12 campus project; Peg Portscheller, a former Colorado superintendent and current consultant for Focused Leadership Solutions; and Jeffrey M. Wein, a nationally recognized facilitator and trainer in the in the areas of organizational development, strategic planning, education strategy development, and change.  We are committed to recruiting additional committed, active Board members who bring a range of experiences and expertise. The Board will meet monthly, ten times per school year,  to ensure the school is fulfilling its mission and charter.

SOAR will have a Head of School (HOS), who will oversee services to the school including: professional development, assessment and use of data to improve instruction, curriculum development, charter acquisition, and back office services such as payroll, benefits administration, fundraising assistance, facilities acquisition, human resources, and technology set-up and maintenance. Gianna Cassetta will serve as HOS. The Head of School will work with the Board of Trustees to ensure that the day-to-day operations of the school remain aligned with the school’s mission and charter.

Additionally, SOAR will have a Director of Curriculum and Instruction (DCI), who will assist the HOS, oversees assessment, testing, and data analysis, and coordinate services for special education and English Language Learner students. The Dean of Support Services, trained in social services, will directly manage issues related to family support and discipline. The Business Manager will directly supervise all back office functions. The Fundraising Consultant, projected to be a part-time position, will fundraise and oversee grant applications.  

� http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/Publications/publications.htm


� http://investigations.terc.edu/impact/





