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Background

Highlander Charter School was founded in 2000 as the first independent charter school in Rhode Island.  The school values educational excellence, which it nurtures through careful attention to individual student needs, its school-based literacy program, the expert use of data to drive instruction, and a culture of collaborative teaching.   Highlander emphasizes: small classes, a community based on shared values, project-based learning, experiential learning opportunities, and a respect for social justice. The Highlander staff believes that together these values and priorities are central to its success in educating disadvantaged students in grades K-8.  About 82 percent of those enrolled qualify for free or reduced-price lunch (about double the state average) and 14 percent of the students receive special education services.  In the past six years, Highlander test scores have risen impressively.

· In the fall of 2005, 24 percent of the school’s 123 students scored proficient or better on the New England Comprehensive Assessment Program (NECAP) math test; that same fall, 38 percent of 122 test-takers scored proficient or better on the reading test.  (The NECAP is only given to students in grades 3-11.)

· In the fall of 2011, 55 percent of the school’s 193 test-takers scored proficient or better on the NECAP math test, while 68 percent scored proficient or better on the reading test.

· Other standardized tests show similar gains (DIBELS and AIMSWEB, among other nationally normed assessments).
The school credits its leadership and management teams for playing a major role in transforming the academic trajectory of Highlander students, overseeing the financial viability of the school, and disseminating projects to help nearby schools improve by adapting Highlander’s most promising practices.  Since 2008, Highlander has been involved in several outreach projects conducted through the Highlander Institute, which is the non-profit outreach arm of the school.  The Institute disseminates Highlander’s best and tested practices, with much of the work accomplished through charter/district partnerships.

Collaboration Description

One such partnership, with the East Providence Public Schools, will expand with support from a Collaboration Award.  Highlander already has introduced two East Providence elementary schools to its school-based literacy reform program.  In the next two years, Collaboration Award funds will add three more East Providence elementary schools to the collaboration.  The literacy model is based on these premises:

· No one curriculum can adequately meet the needs of all students;

· Struggling students need direct, explicit, systematic instruction;                                                                                                                                                                

· Schools need comprehensive initiatives that include organizational and systematic strategies to generate school-wide teacher improvements;

· Literacy expertise belongs in the school and needs to be deeply and widely established within the system--schools should not depend on outside consultants;

· The first line of defense in improving student skills is to prevent skill deficits from occurring in the first place; and

· To achieve wide scale literacy, schools must possess exemplary: climate and infrastructures, literacy programs, instruction, school leaders, and teacher training.

Highlander has incorporated into its literacy model the DIBELS assessment system, which is used weekly to pinpoint students’ weak areas and determine where each student needs support.   Highlander credits the system’s uses with replacing the guesswork that was formerly part of instructional decision-making with a scientific approach that is based on weekly assessments.

Expected Outcomes

Elements of Highlander’s literacy model will be introduced at partner schools in three phases.  This provides each partner with time to:  (1) assess individual literacy needs and develop action plans that identify timelines, roles, and steps required to achieve each goal; (2) connect the core literacy content in the school with current professional development practices and assessment methods to see where changes are needed and to ensure that these components are properly linked; and (3) build structures and frameworks to ensure that the literacy initiative thrives after the partnership ends.    The partners expect the collaboration to close subgroup achievement gaps and create high rates of student and parent satisfaction.
