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Background: The Arts and College Preparatory Academy (ACPA) in Columbus opened in 2002 to provide students in grades 9-12 with first-rate academic instruction as well as opportunities for artistic expression. ACPA values diversity, respect for others, intellectual rigor, and safety.  (Diversity at ACPA is significantly greater than in the average Ohio school; at ACPA 52 percent of the students are Black, 40 percent are white, 8 percent are Hispanic or “Other,” 50 percent are economically disadvantaged, and 15 percent are classified as disabled.)  These characteristics carry a special meaning for one of the school’s co-founders, who witnessed the personal and academic toll that bullying, ridicule, and exclusion took on “different” students with whom she worked during her 30 years with the Columbus City School District, as well as on the creative spirit of her own daughter. The damaging effects of disrespectful behavior can be widespread, lasting, and serious.  U.S. Department of Education figures show that nationally 160,000 students stay home every day to avoid bullying.  Along with strong academics and arts, ACPA aims to provide a school culture with compassion and understanding.    As its web page explains, “When touring the school potential students and their parents shouldn’t be surprised to see students with bright blue hair and eccentric clothing.  We put more value into the achievements our students are capable of—not what they look like.”
Collaboration Description: Within an environment of respect and tolerance, the school’s theatre teacher and her students wrote The Equality Project as a way for ACPA students to share with others what they believe makes their school special.  The play explores themes of inequality, exclusion, insecurity, and judging others through personal monologues, scenes, choreography, and music.  It demonstrates the need for social justice and is intended to inspire student audiences to believe they can play a role in creating a healthy, supportive environment in their schools and communities.  After a few public Equality Project performances, calls came from teachers, school leaders, and parents wanting to have an Equality Project performance at their school.  Over the last four years, the play has been performed in front of about 14,000 children at both chartered and non-chartered schools.  In most cases, after the performance school leaders would ask ACPA staff and students for advice to help them integrate the play’s themes within their own schools.  Some schools have initiated their own Equality Project productions.  With Collaboration Award funds, ACPA will expand its outreach to more schools by staging additional productions of The Equality Project and providing follow-up advice and support to these schools.  Project activities include expanding The Equality Project website by posting videos and communicating information about workshops, resources, and research about bullying, as well as well as by offering opportunities for online sharing.  ACPA also plans to develop and disseminate a program manual for schools wanting details about the play and its themes and make presentations to professional and community organizations.  Finally, Collaboration Award funds will be used for Ohio State University researchers to design pre and post measures, approved by the Institutional Review Board, in order to collect and analyze data tracking the impact of The Equality Project on student attitudes, achievement, attendance, and retention.  The researchers plan to analyze and publish their findings.  

Expected Outcomes:  ACPA already has data indicating that since implementing The Equality Project  in 2008 the school’s performance index (weighted average of how students perform on the State assessments) has increased from 93 (tied with the State average) to 2012 (10 points higher than the State average).  Attendance and graduation rates at ACPA exceed averages for both the State and for Columbus City; disciplinary actions are far below these averages.  Data from other Ohio schools that have implemented The Equality Project also show some of these same school improvements.  ACPA will work with the Ohio State University researchers described earlier who will track the results of The Equality Project at both ACPA and at other schools.
